Overshadowing Sight: The Story of Blindness in Twenty-First Century Latin American Narrative and Visual Culture by Newland, Rachel Renee (Author) et al.
Overshadowing Sight: The Story of Blindness in Twenty-First Century 
Latin American Narrative and Visual Culture 
by 
Rachel Newland 
A Dissertation Presented in Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for the Degree  
Doctor of Philosophy  
Approved July 2018 by the 
Graduate Supervisory Committee: 
Cynthia Tompkins, Chair 
David William Foster 
Carmen Urioste-Azcorra 
ARIZONA STATE UNIVERSITY 
August 2018  
  i 
ABSTRACT  
 
Coming out from under the shadow of sight, blindness has a story to tell. 
From Tiresias to The Miracle Worker, literary and visual representations of 
blindness are cornerstones of compelling tales of loss and overcoming. In 
support of the inherent value of sight, these conventional narratives overshadow 
the stories and lived experiences of blind people themselves. In light of this 
misrepresentation, I explore what it means to read, write, and see blindness, as 
well as consider the implications of being blind in present-day Latin America. I 
achieve this through a transnational and interdisciplinary analysis of novels, short 
stories, film, and photography by blind and sighted artists and writers whose work 
has been published or exhibited after the year 2000. In this context, I will 
demonstrate how blindness can serve as a lens through which the production 
and reception of narrative and visual culture can be critically evaluated from a 
blind person’s perspective. Most importantly, this dissertation showcases the 
critical and creative work of blind people in order to demystify stereotypes and 
contextualize anxieties surrounding blindness, perception, and identity. 
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ABSTRACTO 
La ceguera debe salir de las penumbras para asumir su propia historia. 
Desde Tiresias hasta Un milagro para Helen, las representaciones literarias y 
visuales de la ceguera fundamentan las grandes historias de la tragedia y la 
superación. En defensa del valor inherente de la vista, estas narrativas 
convencionales eclipsan las historias y las experiencias de las personas ciegas. 
Para contrarrestar esta tergiversación, esta investigación explora lo que significa 
leer, escribir y ver la ceguera, así como considerar lo que implica ser ciego/a en 
la Latinoamérica contemporánea. Cumplo con esta meta por medio de un 
análisis interdisciplinario y transnacional de novela, cuento, cine y fotografía de 
personas videntes y no videntes cuya obra se publica o se expone después del 
año 2000. En este contexto, pretendo subrayar cómo la ceguera puede funcionar 
como una lupa por medio de la cual se podrían reconsiderar los procesos por los 
que se producen, reciben y analizan la narrativa y la cultura visual desde el 
punto de vista de una persona no vidente. Fundamentalmente, esta 
investigación destaca el trabajo creativo y crítico de las personas ciegas a fin de 
desmontar los estereotipos y contextualizar la ansiedad que gira en torno a la 
ceguera, la percepción y la identidad. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Coming out from under the shadow of sight, blindness has a story to tell. 
From Tiresias to The Miracle Worker, literary and visual representations of 
blindness are cornerstones of compelling tales of loss and overcoming. In 
support of the inherent value of sight, these conventional narratives overshadow 
the stories and lived experiences of blind people themselves. In light of this 
misrepresentation, I explore what it means to read, write, and see blindness, as 
well as consider the implications of being blind in present-day Latin America. I 
achieve this through a transnational and interdisciplinary analysis of novels, short 
stories, film, and photography by blind and sighted artists and writers whose work 
has been published or exhibited after the year 2000. In this context, I will 
demonstrate how blindness can serve as a lens through which the production 
and reception of narrative and visual culture can be critically evaluated from a 
blind person’s perspective. Most importantly, this dissertation showcases the 
critical and creative work of blind people in order to demystify stereotypes and 
contextualize anxieties surrounding blindness, perception, and identity. 
As a point of departure for this investigation, I begin with my own 
reflections on blindness, including my experience with various facets of the blind 
and disability communities. A unique combination of personal contact, academic 
scholarship, and professional exposure inform my approach to the field of 
disability studies, blindness studies, as well as on issues such as disclosure, 
advocacy, and disability activism in North American and Latin American contexts. 
Not only are my critical perspectives informed by my scholarship in the fields of 
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disability studies and Latin American studies, they are also shaped by my 
continued negotiation of these two fields as a blind person.  
Following Corbett O’Toole’s suggestion that disability studies scholars 
stay in step with their activist roots and disclose their relationship to disability, this 
introduction serves as a working model for current and future disclosure of 
blindness and disability writ large in an academic setting. As O’Toole points out, 
“Too often adhering to the rigid binary of disabled/nondisabled forces people into 
uncomfortable positions of nondisclosure that mask their own important 
relationship to disability” (n.p.). This relational approach not only encourages 
scholars, activists, and allies to reflect on their own experiences, but also 
sidesteps the good/bad, desirable/undesirable labels that do little to further or 
enrich the dialogue surrounding blindness and disability as lived and livable 
experiences. This focus on descriptive rather than prescriptive dialogue 
surrounding positionality is fleshed out in Alison Kafer’s relational model of 
disability, which works to critique the longstanding division between 
individual/medical and social models of disability as well as the strict division 
between impairment and disability in order to “move to a different register of 
analysis” which acknowledges that “disability is experienced in and through 
relationships; it does not occur in isolation” (8 Feminist, Queer, Crip ).  
A clear example of this change in register is the power of description and 
disclosure when interacting with blind people. For example, while your 
relationship to disability might otherwise be seen as understood or obvious, both 
your identity and relationship to disability are rendered invisible or inaccessible to 
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someone who is blind. Thus, while one might feel like he or she is stating the 
obvious, stating the fact that “I’m a wheelchair user,” “I have an autistic 
grandson,” or “I have dyslexia” works on multiple discursive levels to identify 
yourself and contextualize your relationship to disability both within and beyond 
the field of disability studies. In this way, we can begin to expand on what it 
means to do disability studies in unique academic, social, and cultural contexts, 
many of which extend beyond the scope of North American and European 
academic and political settings. In what follows, I describe my own relationship to 
disability and discuss how my personal, professional, and scholarly relationship 
to blindness has influenced my research goals and objectives for each chapter of 
this dissertation. 
To begin, I am blind. I have been blind since birth. Growing up in a 
suburban area south of Detroit, I lived in close proximity to Lincoln Park School 
District, a public school which housed ––and continues to house–– a special 
education program for the blind. After attending pre-kindergarten classes in 
Lincoln Park with other blind children, my first and most influential teacher of the 
visually impaired strongly encouraged my parents to mainstream me in my local 
school district. After seeking advice from my pediatric ophthalmologist and retina 
specialist, my parents were confronted with two divergent future images of their 
5-year-old blind daughter: either as the star in a small group of other blind 
children or as a tiny fish in a large pond of public school students. Opting for the 
latter image, my parents and I embarked on a life-long journey of disability 
  4 
advocacy, including educating ourselves and the general public about the needs, 
rights, and capabilities of blind people in greater society.  
As a result of these early decisions, I did not reconnect with my blind 
peers until middle school. During that critical period of identity development, an 
equally influential teacher consultant for the blind introduced me to a sports 
education camp, which began in 1981 and was organized by Drs. Paul and 
Susan Ponchillia, who were co-chairs of the blind rehabilitation program at 
Western Michigan University (WMU). My participation in the sports and art 
camps equipped me with the confidence to compete alongside my sighted peers 
in both academic and athletic contexts. While my equal participation had always 
been the expectation in a mainstream setting, it wasn’t until I received support 
and encouragement from this blindness-related community that I became secure 
enough in my academic and athletic abilities to join my peers on sports teams; 
however, my contact with the blind community remained intermittent at best. 
Besides camps, practices, and traveling for weekend tournaments, my 
commitment to success alongside my sighted peers took precedence over my 
involvement or reputation in the blind community. While the blind community 
served ––and continues to serve–– as a critical source of support and 
camaraderie, my academic and professional goals continue to center on 
contributing to and participating in greater society.   
In 2004, my outsider status in the blind community was confirmed with my 
decision to attend a university outside the close-knit academic and social network 
of WMU’s blind rehabilitation program. At that time, WMU and the Kalamazoo 
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area served as the academic, social, and athletic epicenter of Michigan’s blind 
community, particularly those interested in making a name for themselves as 
world-class athletes or blind rehabilitation specialists. With my experience in 
mainstream schools and a strong desire to teach, I pushed back against the 
security of a blind-friendly college town for the challenges of navigating new and 
unfamiliar territory in pursuit of personal growth and academic excellence. While 
my main reason for attending Eastern Michigan University had to do with their 
Bachelor’s degree program in special education for the visually impaired, along 
the way I discovered my increasing interest in the Spanish language and culture. 
While my special education courses provided me with critical knowledge, skills, 
and insight central to my identity as a blind person, my Spanish classes allowed 
me to connect with new people and places as well as tap into abilities and skills 
that extended beyond the limited and specialized scope of blindness studies.  
As I progressed through the special education program, I discovered the 
pity, ocularcentrism, and low expectations I grew up despising are precisely the 
motivating forces behind most educators, paraprofessionals, and special 
education program directors’ decisions regarding the educational, social, and 
professional outcomes for blind students. Reflecting on my early experiences 
with the blind community as well as within the field of blindness studies, I came to 
realize that power structures based on ablesim, sexism, heterosexism, and 
racism prevail even in environments that claim to represent the best interests of 
blind people. While blind people may feel more accepted or at ease among their 
blind peers, it is important to remember that once education and social supports 
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are gone, the individual must be able to seek out and obtain supports or services 
on his or her own behalf. While there is a tendency on the part of blind and 
sighted alike to praise and recognize blind people who aspire to the social and 
physical norms of able-bodiedness, this is not the same as learning to negotiate 
daily life as a blind person. Inevitably, this is a life amongst and alongside sighted 
people as a source of friendship, support, understanding, and mutual respect for 
how we ––as sighted and blind alike–– choose to live our lives.    
Not only did these experiences influence my decision to pursue graduate 
studies in Spanish, they also forced me to be a persistent and vocal advocate for 
myself and other blind and disabled studies who were learning to navigate a 
higher education system that ––apart from providing legally mandated disability 
services–– takes little or no consideration of the capabilities, concerns, or needs 
of blind and disabled students. My experience as a graduate teaching assistant 
in Spanish and as an active member of pro-disability student organizations have 
forced me to confront and reflect on the implications of blindness in academic, 
professional, and social settings. In the unique context of a Latin American 
studies program housed in a North American setting, my language and advocacy 
skills have been put to the test in order to ensure students, faculty, and staff are 
aware of their role in guaranteeing equal access to foreign language curriculum 
as well as prioritizing the inclusion of disabled students both in and outside of the 
classroom. As a Teaching Assistant, I have had the pleasure of developing 
meaningful relationships with other graduate and undergraduate students, faculty 
and staff who are committed to and supportive of disabled students on campus. 
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These personal and professional relationships have taught me a great deal about 
the day-to day lives, concerns, and struggles of college students with disabilities 
and their allies, as well as the long way we still have to go as educators and 
administrators to ensure blind and disabled students are provided equal access 
to, and inclusion within, the rich social, academic, and cultural milieu of higher 
education. It is with this personal and professional commitment to disability 
advocacy that I began to actively seek out disability-related scholarship.    
After taking my first disability studies course as a doctoral student in 2016, 
I discovered the importance of focusing my dissertation on the study of 
blindness. A retrospective analysis of the course syllabus brought to my attention 
that, even within the field of disability studies, blindness is treated tangentially ––
if mentioned at all. Only after reading Georgina Kleege, whose work on Helen 
Keller was briefly cited in another text, did blindness emerge as a viable theme 
for an extended discussion in the context of contemporary Latin America.1 On the 
Latin American disability studies front, I am indebted to the work of Susan Antebi 
and Beth E. Jorgensen for their individual and collaborative endeavors, including 
their co-edited volume, Libre Accesso: Latin American Narrative and Film 
through Disability Studies (2017). Many of the essays included in this collection 
have served as the theoretical groundwork for the research I present here.   
During the past four years of intellectual and professional growth, I also 
embarked on the personal journey of obtaining a guide dog. Once again, my 
                                             
1 I am referring to Kleege’s posthumous correspondence with Helen Keller, titled Blind Rage: 
Letters to Helen Keller. See bibliography for further details. 
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research goals as well as my approach to disclosure and advocacy have shifted, 
with my newly-acquired identity as a guide dog handler serving as a new point of 
(re-)entry into the blind community. In particular, my role as a guide dog handler 
has put me in the position of offering a descriptive rather than prescriptive 
definition of my relationship to disability vis-à-vis my dog. The many forms a 
service animal can take have opened my eyes to the potential mis-reading and 
mis-identifications experienced by people with all types of visible and invisible 
disabilities. Working with a guide dog has led me to the conclusion that there is 
no one, sure-fire identity marker that is easily read or understood. These markers 
––whether they are white canes, wheelchairs, hearing aids, or communicating 
devices, must always be accompanied by an open dialogue about our shared 
relationship to disability. These conversations are defined by various points of 
contact with the blind and disabled communities, as well as by one’s position at 
various points along the continuum of blindness-sight, and ability-disability. Of 
course, these experiences include a discussion of visibility-invisibility, “passing,” 
and having to account for more visible (but not always easily understood) sights 
of blindness or disabled identities. Finally, it is important to understand that 
claiming an identity and offering one’s relationship to disability doesn’t have to be 
the focal point of one’s activism, research goals, social life, or personality. People 
with all types of disabilities know that they bring more to the table than just 
disability, but the disabled experience has the narrative potential to change the 
direction and outcomes of the conversation at hand. 
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Within the Latin American literary tradition, perhaps the most noteworthy 
example of how conventional representations of blindness prop up the inherent 
value of sight can be found in the photographic images of the blind Argentinean 
writer, Jorge Luis Borges. As David William Foster has observed, “Borges is 
unquestionably the most photographed Argentine author” (n.p.) who was 
“extensively photographed both before and after the progression of the writer’s 
congenital eye condition. Traditionally, the period of Borges’s blindness is linked 
to the latter half of his life and, most notably, along with his increased fame and 
notoriety on an international level. Most critics ––including Foster, Meruane, and 
Kevin Goldstein–– who have acknowledged the role blindness plays in the 
transformation Borges’s public image, as well as his authorial and political voice, 
tie this personal and professional (de-)evolution to the perceived transition 
sighted reader/writer to blind seer. In a chronological sense, this proverbial 
“dimming of the lights” in the author’s poetic and physical world are inextricably 
linked to his formal and functional dependence on the predictability of his later 
sonnets and the “sincere bond” (Foster n.p.) with his second wife, María 
Kodama, respectively.  
However, Borges himself resists these traditional metaphors that link 
blindness with darkness, first, by de-emphasizing the “pathetic moment” of 1955, 
when the writer experienced his first retinal detachment, and reframing the 
narrative of his blindness as beginning at birth, “It has continued since 1899 
without dramatic moments, a slow nightfall that has lasted more than three 
quarters of a century'' (Weinberger 475). As Lina Meruane reminds us, “Borges’s 
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blindness was not night but twilight” (“Blind Spot” 32). Any clinical or critical 
attempt to put a chronological timeframe on the onset or beginning of such 
twilight reduces the critical and creative potential of blindness in the poetic 
imaginary, which is always an exercise of the mind’s eye ––which both Borges’s 
(sighted and blind) never lacked.   
Despite the reductivist critical reception of Borges’s blindness, it is fair to 
say that these later images of an increasingly darker vision of the world lie in 
stark contrast to the earlier metaphors of ocular labyrinths including real and 
metaphorical mirrors that populate the Borgean literary landscape. Cast in the 
shadow of blindness, the blind Borges is represented in images as the 
embodiment of what Georgina Kleege has identified as the Hypothetical Blind 
Man, who: 
has long played a useful, although thankless role, as a prop for theories of 
consciousness. He is the patient subject of endless thought experiments 
where the experience of the world through four senses can be compared 
to the experience of the world through five. (Kleege 180) 
In this light, the powerful image of “Borges y yo” unfolds itself once more to 
encompass the image of blindness. The following image, taken by Pepe 
Fernández, which is undated (Foster n.p.), is perhaps the most striking 
illustration of Borges in his role as the Hypothetical Blind Man whose unfixed 
gaze fails to touch anything in his immediate environment. Propped up on his 
now infamous dark polished wooden walking cane, not to be confused with the 
international symbol for the blind: the white cane, he is oblivious to his female 
  11 
company, dressed to the nines and seated behind the writer and over his left 
shoulder:  
 
In this monograph, “Borges and Photography”, David William Foster offers 
an important critique of the above image, in which
 
Borges “stares off into space 
before the table set for his tea, oblivious to the gaudily dressed woman behind 
him” *n.p.). In Foster’s view, the woman, aside from being provocatively dressed, 
“holds a cigarette and strikes a pose that Borges’s mother would have found 
reprehensible” (n.p.). 
Expanding on Foster’s interpretation, it is equally important to consider the 
key role blindness plays, not only in propping up the commonly-held narrative 
surrounding Borges’ asexuality, but also of how blindness is viewed as an a priori 
nonparticipant in what Rod Michalko calls the “sensuality of seeing” (46) which 
effectively renders blind men like Borges as helpless. In other words, Borges’s 
lack or loss of sight is equated with both physical helplessness, lack of 
awareness, and sexual impotence in an effort to uphold the commonplace 
narrative that sexuality ––particularly male, heterosexual, able-bodied sexuality–
– is inherently visual.  
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Beyond sexuality, this image also speaks volumes about the participation 
and engagement of blind people in public spaces such as the café. As compared 
with the woman, who sits unaccompanied and chooses to engage or not engage 
with her surroundings at will, Borges appears like a hopeless case whose 
chances for physical, social, and visual engagement with his surroundings are 
limited by nothing more than his blindness. With this juxtaposition in mind, this 
image could be seen as a negative or inverse image of the short story “In the 
Country of the Blind” by H.G. Wells, in which sight is the exception rather than 
the rule. In his conference about blindness, Borges calls for abandoning the 
dramatic and pathetic images of blindness, in favor of a tempered image, which 
he describes as “mi modesta ceguera personal” (“La ceguera” n.p.), which “no ha 
sido para mí una desdicha total” (“La ceguera” n.p.). Furthermore, Borges 
suggests that blindness should be viewed as “un modo de vida” (“La ceguera” 
n.p.) or even a lifestyle that needs to be understood through the experiences, 
perspectives, and perceptions of the blind rather than through the eyes of the 
sighted. What follows is the summary of the chapters. 
Chapter One: Reading and Writing Blindness: Lina Meruane and Verónica 
Gerber Bicecci 
In chapter one, I offer a critical approach to blindness as it is read and 
written in the work of Chilean author Lina Meruane and Mexican writer and visual 
artist Verónica Gerber Bicecci. I start by considering what it means to be a blind 
writer as well as how stereotypical images of blindness impact how we read, 
write, and think about blindness in critical and creative contexts. I do this by 
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applying Georgina Kleege’s concept of hypothetical blindness (embodied in 
literary and philosophical stock character known as the Hypothetical Blind Man) 
as a critical framework for analyzing contemporary iterations of hypothetical 
blindness in narrative and art installations. In addition to upholding an 
ocularcentric perspective on blindness, these works are grounded in the 
individual/medical model of disability, which views blindness in the limited terms 
of diagnosis and cure, leaving little room for debate surrounding disability and 
futurity. Taken together, Meruane’s and Gerber Bicecci’s creative and critical 
approaches to blindness define the perceptual and conceptual limits of reading 
and writing blindness through the medical model of diagnosis, cure, and 
correction. While conventional criticism might praise these authors for increasing 
visibility or awareness of blindness and other disability-related issues in a 
contemporary Latin American context, there is much to be desired in terms of 
resisting the temptation to re-read and re-write blindness in terms of sight.  
Chapter Two: Seeing Blindness: Daniel Ribeiro and Marco Antonio Cruz 
The second chapter extends the theme of hypothetical blindness to the 
field of visual culture, focusing on film and photography in particular. Here, I offer 
a reconsideration of Martin F. Norton’s concept of disability’s impoverished image 
as it relates to contemporary representations of blindness in the photo book 
Habitar la oscuridad by Mexican photojournalist Marco Antonio Cruz as well as 
the Brazilian film The Way He Looks by Daniel Ribeiro. Cruz’s photographs set 
the stage for a discussion of the emergence of blindness as an impoverished 
image of physical and economic helplessness. Ribeiro’s film extends this 
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impoverished image of blindness into a middle class setting, emphasizing the 
need for cinematic intervention in a contemporary re-telling of feel good 
narratives surrounding coming-of-age and coming-out narratives. Alongside this 
impoverished image is the oppositional image of blindness as granting special 
privileges or superhuman skills. I work to deconstruct this equally oppressive 
image through an application of the Deleuzian concept of assemblage to a 
compelling image of a young female student and her guide dog at Mexico’s 
National Institute for the Blind. 
Chapter Three: Being Blind: Guadalupe Nettel, Paz Errázruiz, and Gerardo 
Nigenda 
Chapter three offers an extended discussion of blindness and visual 
culture through a consideration of narrative and visual works that serve as 
meditations on what it means to be blind in present-day Latin America. Not only 
does this chapter showcase the work of blind writers and artists, it does so 
alongside sighted contemporaries. Paz Errázuriz’s contribution to our 
understanding of blindness in her portraits from Chile’s school for the blind offers 
critical insight on Jonnson Cheu’s concept of a blind gaze as well as what it 
means to “look blind” or “do blindness” in a given context. Next, the 
autobiographical work of Guadalupe Nettel offers a reflection on coming to terms 
with blindness through an exploration of one’s own blind identity through diverse 
interactions with blind people living in institutional and de-institutional settings in 
in Mexico City. Nettel’s narrative encourages readers to reconsider stereotypical 
images of blindness alongside the negotiation of disclosure and advocacy 
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surrounding the protagonist’s own blindness. In a visual arts context, the 
photography of Gerardo Nigenda offers an alternative approximation to blindness 
in the city with his “fotos cruzadas”/ intersecting images which offers mediations 
on one’s orientation to the city as a blind traveler and photographer, who 
documents his journey into downtown Oxaca.  
CONCLUSION 
After reading my work, I hope readers are motivated to reflect on their own 
image of blindness, including the metaphors and tropes that obstruct our view of 
blindness as a lived and livable experience. Beyond pointing out stereotypes and 
quelling anxieties surrounding blindness, it is my hope that readers begin to look 
more critically at society’s tireless ––nearly obsessive–– struggle to uphold the 
inherent value of sight at the expense of viewing blindness as a valid and 
valuable experience.  
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CHAPTER 1 
READING AND WRITING BLINDNESS: LINA MERUANE AND VERÓNICA 
GERBER BICECCI 
A writer is not a bad thing to be if you can’t 
see. There are other ways to write, other ways 
to read. 
 





I. Blind Writing in Lina Meruane’s Sangre en el ojo 
 
What does it mean to be a blind writer? In Georgina Kleege’s view, a blind 
writer is not the premise of a thought experiment or a poetic device. Instead, she 
is proof of alternative methods for reading and writing. Conceiving of blind writing 
in literal terms involves a reorientation toward the hegemony of sight, also known 
as ocularcentrism. Anchored in her experience as blind writer, Kleege seeks to 
recast blindness as a positive source of creativity and productivity instead of an 
experience defined by loss and impossibility. Similar to Kleege, the Argentine 
writer Jorge Luis Borges is quoted as seeing blindness as a tool for creative 
endeavors (“Blind Spot” 29). These attempts at reframing blindness stand in 
sharp contrast to more conventional images of blindness as a tragic flaw or an 
unfair advantage, both of which reinforce the value and validity of sight as the 
norm.  
Echoes of this ocularcentric approach to blindness are found in Lina 
Meruane’s essay, “Blind Spot: Notes on Reading Blindness,” which defines blind 
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writing as an activity that will require a second set of eyes. As the epigraph 
suggests, the presence of blindness is associated with the loss of autonomy, 
authority, and authorship over one’s gaze and, by extension, one’s identity and 
independence as a writer. In this anxiety-laden view of blind writing, the lived 
experience of blindness is jettisoned in favor of narratives in which blindness is 
pitied, compensated for, or overcome in order to avoid the threat of any contact 
with “real” blindness. In fact, when these conventional narratives of blindness are 
mistaken for blind experience, the overestimation and subestimation of the 
abilities, experiences, and daily lives of blind people can be seen in high relief. 
In her autobiographical work on blindness, Sight Unseen, Kleege 
describes one such instance in which her reality as a blind writer is confronted 
with a hyperbolic image of blindness. The misunderstanding occurs during an 
interaction with a fellow writer who, upon learning of Kleege’s blindness, was 
almost moved to tears. “As far as I could understand it,” Kleege recalls, “he was 
picturing a page of print disappearing before my eyes word by word, as if written 
in invisible ink” (Sight 3). Despite this dramatic image of blind writing, Kleege 
makes clear that this poetic view of what blind writing looks like to a sighted 
writer was, in Kleege’s words, “a vivid image but bore little resemblance to my 
reality” (Sight 3). This anecdote speaks to both the ubiquity of ocularcentric 
visions of blindness, as well as the difficulty blind people have when they are 
confronted with these larger-than-life images of blindness. 
Caught up in what David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder call disability’s 
representational double bind, (“Introduction” 6), blindness is narratively 
  18 
constructed as an irreducible form of human difference that “serves as the raw 
material out of which other socially disempowered communities make 
themselves visible” (6). In this chapter, I argue for a critical reorientation to 
blindness as a lived experience rather than a narrative prosthesis (Mitchell and 
Snyder, Narrative 15). This chapter offers a closer look at conventional narratives 
of blindness and how these narrative projections reinforce hyperbolic images of 
“real” blindness that bear little or no resemblance to the lived experiences of blind 
people themselves. By exposing the prosthetic (dis)function of these 
conventional narratives, this chapter lays important theoretical groundwork for 
understanding blindness as a narrative construction that either reinforces or 
challenges conventional ways of seeing, reading, and writing blindness. 
By situating my analysis in the “uncomfortable fit” that results from the 
friction between blindness as narrative prosthesis and the occluded experience 
of blindness itself, I offer a comparative look at twenty-first century Latin 
American literature and visual art that grapple with the presence/absence of 
blindness as a form of narrative and visual supplement. As we will see, these 
conventional narratives quickly lose sight of blindness as a lived experience in 
favor of hyperbolic and horrific imagery that safely situate readers/spectators 
between the narrative and any “real” contact with blind people themselves. My 
analysis focuses on Chilean author Lina Meruane’s most recent novel, Sangre en 
el ojo (2012), as well as the previously mentioned critical analysis whose English 
translation is included in the anthology Libre Acceso: Latin American Literature 
and Film through Disability Studies (2017). Meruane’s approach to blind reading 
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and writing will be compared to Mexican writer and visual artist, Verónica Gerber 
Bicecci’s images of blind reading and seeing, whose art installation “Biblioteca 
ciega” (2012) and short story “Ambliopía” round out my exploration of the ways in 
which conventional narratives of blindness shape an ocularcentric view of seeing, 
reading, and writing in 21st century Latin American narrative and visual culture. 
In her writings on blindness, Kleege makes clear that she started her 
research knowing more about what it means to be sighted than what it means to 
be blind. Globally, sighted approaches to blindness prevail. Perhaps this trend 
stems from the fear of the blind leading the blind. The panic associated with the 
unpredictability of blindness and its impact on seeing, reading, and writing 
characterize the narratives explored in this chapter, all of which approach 
blindness as a “problem,” “question,” or “dilemma” to be solved rather than an 
existence or experience in its own right. Noting her own difficulty with cracking 
the hegemonic façade of sight, Kleege admits, “I find it rather easy to imagine 
what it’s like to be sighted. I had to write this book to learn what it means to be 
blind” (Sight 3). This observation can be read as a call for blind and sighted 
writers alike to reconsider their personal and professional relationship to 
blindness. By writing ourselves into ––rather than out of or away from–– 
blindness, writers can work collaboratively to ensure that narratives of blindness 
render blind writers as authorities on, as well as authors of, their own experience 
of blindness. Until this happens, ocularcentric perspectives on blindness and 
their accompanying narratives will always overshadow blindness itself. 
In her quest for identifiable narratives of blindness, Kleege establishes two 
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strands of conventional blind autobiography, which is loosely defined by linear 
narratives “structured around conflict, epiphany, and resolution” (Sight 4). The 
plot is driven exclusively by blindness. In these conventional narratives, 
blindness is “motivation embodied” (Mitchell and Snyder “Introduction” 15) and 
prefigures the narrative of tragedy or triumph about to unfold. Within this binary 
course of events, Kleege characterizes the blind writer (either real or imagined) 
as a “blind whiner” or a “blind mystic” (Sight 3) depending on the writer’s point of 
view. This bifocal view of blindness leaves no middle ground for the experiences 
of blind people themselves. On the other hand, the predominance of this binary 
view renders invisible any experience that falls outside of these two extremes.  
A more generalized view of this trend in all of disability life writing is 
identified by Stacy Clifford-Simplican in her study of the connection between 
auto-ethnography and feminist disability studies. In her critique of prominent 
disability studies scholars, Rosemarie Garland Thomson, Eva Fedder Kittay, and 
Allison Kafer, Clifford-Simplican argues that, while vital, the genre of disability life 
writing 
may reinforce a univocal narrative about the experiences of disability and 
ableist oppression. In this narrative, the scholar is the disability rights 
protagonist fighting against a hostile ableist audience. This disabled 
protagonist finds solace and strength in a unified disability community. 
Though these stories are important for building disability rights community 
and revealing entrenched ableism, they may silence other disability 
experiences that violate this narrative. (115)  
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Blind autobiography is a prime example of disability experience that falls 
outside of the parameters of conventional disability life writing. Rarely are blind 
protagonists placed in direct opposition to ableist society or do they have the 
opportunity to build solidarity with other blind or disabled peers. More commonly, 
blind protagonists are struggling with fitting in, rather than opting out, of the 
sighted world. According to Kleege, the goal of blind autobiography is “to reveal 
the humanity that the blind writer shares with the sighted reader” (Sight 3). 
However, these narratives reinforce the idea that a blind person’s humanity is 
only achieved by way of overcoming blindness. In this way, blindness serves the 
narrative function of reinforcing able-bodied norms by employing a conventional 
narrative that “traces the distance between the writer and the reader and 
emphasize the alien nature of blind experience” (Kleege, Sight 3).  
Interestingly, Kleege’s reference to the narrative reinforcement of the 
“alien nature of blind experience” is achieved through the narrative reinforcement 
of what Mitchell and Snyder call disability’s representational double bind. In these 
conventional (re)tellings of disability’s humanity through a narrative 
reconstruction of the ideology of the physical, where “what begins as the most 
alien and inexplicable of life forms yields what is most commonplace and familiar” 
(“Introduction” 15), the experience of disability is de-familiarized in the process.  
This de-familiarization is at work in Meruane’s essay, since blindness is 
employed as a way for approaching questions of physical and textual integrity. 
Her hypothesis is framed by the following questions: 
Could the absence of one of our senses [read: blindness] diminish the 
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legitimacy ––the moral, bodily, and textual legitimacy–– of a character who 
signs her books (or used to sign, before her blindness) under the name of 
Lina Meruane? Could sightlessness, against all expectations, confer some 
advantage over those who see? (“Blind Spot” 29) 
At work in Meruane’s questioning is the ideology of the physical, which operates 
on the narrative level in order to “lure the reader/viewer into the mystery of 
whether discernible defects reveal the presence of an equally defective moral 
and civil character” (Mitchell and Snyder ”Introduction” 13). In their work, Mitchell 
and Snyder cite the example of Shakespeare’s Richard III, whose treachery is 
narratively bound to the character’s marked physical difference. Again, 
readers/spectators find themselves comfortably situated on the other side of the 
narrative to speculate about any “real” connection between physical difference 
and diminished moral character or physical/mental capacity.  
Regardless of the outcome of the narratively facilitated thought 
experiment, the fact that the disabled body serves as the “natural” point of 
departure for these hypothetical conjectures reinforces the image of disability as 
an exceptional experience that proves the rule of able-bodied, normative 
existence. In her essay, “Blindness and Visual Culture: An Eyewitness Account,” 
Kleege introduces us to the image of the Hypothetical Blind Man (2005), who 
serves as a prop for theories of consciousness in which the experience of the 
world through four senses is compared to the experience of the world through 
five. According to Kleege, the Hypothetical’s function in these experiments is not 
to give testimony of his experience, but, by serving as the object of inquiry, “His 
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role is to highlight the importance of sight and to elicit a frisson of awe and pity 
which promotes gratitude among the sighted theorists for the vision that they 
possess” (Blindness 180). Similarly, in Meruane’s proposed thought experiment, 
whether sight is lost or regained, the Hypothetical is always imagined through the 
eyes of the sighted. Whether blindness is understood as advantage or deficit, it is 
always read in terms that leave blind experience shrouded in the mystery of a 
hypothetical situation. The mystery and drama of the Hypothetical attract writers 
and artists to the representational power of blindness, while, at the same time, 
avoiding any contact with blind people themselves. As Mitchell and Snyder point 
out:  
Generations of artists and critics willingly set out on this ritualized artistic 
travel narrative in search of the assurance that the mystery can be 
resolved, and in so doing, we confirm that disability's physical and 
psychological disorder can be recontained and domesticated from the safe 
distance of art's voyeuristic gaze. (“Introduction” 13) 
One such travel narrative that explores the mystery of blindness and the 
possibility of its (ir)resolution from the comfortable distance of narrative 
prosthesis is Sangre en el ojo (2012). Described by the author as the final work 
in her “involuntary trilogy on illness” (“Blind Spot” 36), the novel retrospectively 
traces the movement of the story’s protagonist, Lucina.  
Lucina’s transition or movement occurs on bodily, temporal, spatial, and 
geographic levels, all of which are set in motion, as well as obstructed by, the 
protagonist’s vision loss. According to the author, this novel interrogates: 
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the death drive, the political resistance of bodies that deviate from the 
norm, the survival instinct that accompanies the existence of the invalid. A 
trilogy that points to, without foreclosing on it, the diverse experiences of 
loss of validity, of in-validity, brought about by bodily decay. (“Blind Spot” 
36) 
By employing blindness as a vehicle for gesturing towards the negative 
representation of the disabled body as loss, the novel thwarts any direct 
treatment of blind experience in favor of the prosthetic deployment of blindness 
as plot device. More specifically, by projecting questions of (im)morality and 
(in)validity onto the disabled body, the ideology of the physical ––including 
ocularcentrism–– is reaffirmed through narratives that cast the Hypothetical in 
her staring role as the inscrutable and least desirable form of human difference. 
As Mitchell and Snyder explain, people with disabilities  
constitute a population in possession of differences that will not respond to 
treatment, and the resulting stigma […] consequently situates the disabled 
person within the social space of difference that forever alienates the 
"afflicted" from the normative conventions of everyday social and scientific 
interaction. (“Introduction” 4) 
By positioning the disabled bodies of these “afflicted” characters in direct 
opposition to conventional forms of scientific and social discourse, the 
experiences of social stigmatization and marginalization are narratively co-opted2 
                                             
2 2Following Johnson Cheu, I understand co-optation as “a means to but distinct from 
appropriation. In other words, the process of co-optation of the Blind gaze results in the able 
bodied appropriating it to further their own sense of dominance” (71). While Cheu’s analysis of 
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and celebrated as forms of political and aesthetic resistance. This appropriation 
of disability to further a discourse on the death drive and physical resistance fails 
to consider that the a priori stigmatization and exclusion of people with disabilities 
from mainstream society, art, culture, and politics operates under these same 
assumptions about the so-called “fight for life” or “survivor status” of the disabled 
body. Whether disability is invoked to further the discourse on “death drive” or 
“survivor instinct,” writers like Meruane eliminate any chance of foreclosure on 
the diversity of lived experiences that lie within these two extremes.  
For example, Sangre en el ojo, points toward vision loss while the 
narrator’s retrospective gaze moves away from any grounding of the experience 
in the here and now of the present. Narrated in medias res, the novel’s first 
chapter, “El estallido” (Burst), sets the stage for what the author describes as 
“The chronicle of blindness foretold” (“Blind Spot” 29). Through the narrator and 
protagonist Lucina’s account of symptoms of a progressive eye disease, the 
narrative is marked as fated. The narrator and readers alike confront this 
predestination through Lucina’s recollection of a medical prognosis, which was 
spurred by her symptoms: “Hacía mucho me lo habían advertido y sin embargo 
quedé paralizada” (11). The narrator’s recollection of what were once empty 
utterances or verbal warnings seems to interrupt itself in the act of narration. In 
other words, the presence of blindness threatens narration itself. It is no wonder 
that the emergence of blindness provokes a sense of narrative paralysis. It is 
                                             
the co-opted blind gaze is limited to film, I argue for  an analysis of the co-opted blind gaze in 
narrative.   
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from this imagined site of paralysis which calls for narrative prosthesis in order to 
continue. From this point forward, the narrative of vision loss is dependent on 
descriptions and indirect references to blood spilling and seeping from the eye. In 
order to clearly establish this dependence, this initial chapter serves as the null 
point from which all other references to blood return. As the dominant trope of 
blindness through the book, blindness understood as blood seeps into almost 
every scene. The entire narrative is driven by the constant threat of the blood’s 
(re)emergence in the scene. The story of blindness is one of containment. 
Suspended between the a priori prognosis and the narrator’s a posteriori 
gaze, the narrative reconstruction of the event provides enough distance to afford 
the narrator and readers alike with the clear-eyed gaze of hindsight upon the 
spectacle of vision loss. The narrative’s juxtaposition of hindsight and vision loss 
works to reinforce metaphors that situate blindness in direct opposition to 
consciousness. In this view, blindness can only be effectively understood as a 
function of sight. What Meruane describes as the narration of a “unique but 
perhaps repeatable” (“Blind” 11) event. It is clear that readers are situated in the 
safe space of the narrator’s mind’s eye rather than in the midst of any direct 
confrontation with the lived experience of vision loss. Thus, Lucina’s description 
plays into the hand of sighted readers who are more curious about (dis)proving 
their own fears or fantasies surrounding vision loss rather than being implicated 
in any negotiation based in an embodied reality.   
Viewing blindness through this distorted lens, readers are presented with 
the uncanny imagery of blood spilling from the eye and threatening to usurp the 
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visibility (read: comprehensibility) of the scene in its entirety. The narrator’s 
(re)telling of the event can be compared to the author’s (re)vision of her writing 
through the lens of retroactive blindness. In a parallel course of events, the 
theme of blindness in Meruane’s work renders itself visible only after her 
experience with temporary vision loss. Instead of prompting an autobiographical 
account, the experience prompts a (re)reading of her work “backwards in time” 
(“Blind” 33). Like the absent prognosis that opens her novel, Meruane’s earlier 
writings, labeled a posteriori as “blind writings” are described as, “sentences that 
I kept during my month’s-long blindness, illegible and written at an angle, had 
come true: a sentence like so many others, tossed blindly on the page, that 
worked like a command. Like a theory” (33). However, these theories on 
blindness only seem to work through the retrospective gaze of hindsight.  
In the novel and in the author’s (re)vision of her own work, blindness is 
understood as either fixed or temporary and works like an element of 
foreshadowing. In this view, blindness is never considered a viable lens for 
looking at the present, but rather, it provides the writer, audience, and viewer with 
insight either over the past or foresight in the future. In this view, blindness is 
never present in the here and now for the sighted, it is always something that has 
already happened (congenital blindness) or something that is the marker or 
predictor of future events (acquired or adventitious blindness). In short, blindness 
can never see itself in the present as long as blindness serves as a prop for 
interpretations of time itself. By rendering blindness as inaccessible to itself in 
real time, Kleege describes how everyday language surrounding blindness is 
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meant to “Taunt the fates. Name the demon you fear and insult it. It's a way 
perpetually to reanimate the fear, keep the sense of dread alive” (Sight 27). This 
dread is kept alive in spite of acknowledging blindness as an experience rooted 
in the present rather than defined by reflections of the past or appeals to the 
future. Language renders blindness as something static and resistant to change. 
By situating blindness in this impossible space between the familiar and 
the alien, the narrator and readers are provided with sufficient temporal and 
physical distance to spectate and speculate on the “unique but perhaps 
repeatable” moment of vision loss: 
Y fue entonces que un fuego artificial atravesó mi cabeza. Pero no era 
fuego lo que veía sino sangre derramándose dentro de mi ojo. La sangre 
más estremecedoramente bella que he visto nunca. La más inaudita. La 
más espantosa. (12-13)  
In the narrator’s attempt to grant a posteriori access to the event that “solo yo 
podía advertirlo” (13), it is perhaps no surprise that the narrator compares the 
event to the highly visual spectacle of a firework. The highly visual imagery of a 
firework going off inside one’s head is deployed as a way of achieving emotional 
impact through the narrative recreation of visual spectacle. Kleege notes in her 
discussion of visual imagery that predominantly harks back to recollections of 
tragic events like 9-11, “[f]or most, it is the images rather than the mere fact of 
the events that produce the emotional response” (“Blindness” 183). In this way, 
the narrative reconstruction of the tragic event of vision loss is dependent on the 
same emotionally charged imagery in order to resonate with sighted 
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spectators/readers while, at the same time, “preventing them from ‘seeing 
themselves in the lives on display’” (Kleege, Sight 4).   
The narrative representation of blindness as visual spectacle reinforces 
the stereotypical figure of the Hypothetical, whose blind gaze is co-opted by 
sight. This co-optation is revealed when the narrator adds “and imagined to be, 
immune to images,” as well as to the “significance of the events and therefore 
somehow detached from, or indifferent to, the […] collective horror and grief” 
(“Blindness” 183). In this way, while sighted readers are moved by the emotional 
impact of the image of a proverbial firecracker going off in one’s head, vision loss 
itself is shrouded in enough hyperbole and visual metaphor in order to confirm 
the predominance of sight and it’s continual (re)affirmation through a co-optation 
of the narratively reconstructed blind gaze. 
With this spectacle of vision loss on display, the narrator’s visual 
perception turns quickly into an uncanny experience of the body itself. While the 
ocularcentric narrative closes us off from identification with the experience of 
“real” vision loss, it simultaneously exposes the disabled body as detached from 
itself. In other words, the narrator herself becomes a silent, immobile spectator of 
her own disablement. What is visible, then, is the disabled body as the site of a 
formerly “able” body turned inside out by blindness, which is narratively 
approximated as the visceral account of “seeing red”:    
Con absoluta claridad vi cómo la sangre espesaba, vi que la presión 
aumentaba, vi que me mareaba, vi que se me revolvía el estómago, que 
me venían arcadas y, sin embargo no me incorporé ni me moví ni un 
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milímetro, ni siquiera intenté respirar mientras atendía al espectáculo. (13) 
The paralyzed space and time associated with “seeing red” unfolds amidst the 
backdrop of a party that carries on without the narrator. From this point forward, 
the narrator enters into a parallel universe separate from and incomprehensible 
to the people around her. The internal narrative is (im)mobilized by the looming 
threat of “real” blindness that lurks just below the surface of the text/skin. In this 
way the narrative approximation to blindness does not end, but rather begins, at 
the physical and metaphorical site of vision loss, marking the physical and 
narrative recession from: “lo último que vería, esa noche, través de ese ojo” (13).  
The receding narrative gaze situates the narrator and readers as 
physically and temporally detached from any grounding in the present. The 
constant deferment of space and time provoked by the presence of the disabled 
body is described by Allison Kafer as a threat to traditional narratives of progress:  
Futurity has often been framed in curative terms, a time frame that casts 
disabled people (as) out of time, or as obstacles to the arc of progress. In 
our disabled state, we are not part of the dominant narratives of progress, 
but once rehabilitated, normalized, and hopefully cured, we play a starring 
role: the sign of progress, the proof of development, the triumph over the 
mind or body. (28) 
By (re)presenting blindness as something to be overcome or defeated, both 
narratives “promote the notion of blindness as somehow outside oneself, 
separable from all other aspects of life” (Kleege, Sight 4). In this way, blindness 
can be effectively written off as tragedy or triumph. As Kleege emphasizes, “My 
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blindness is always there. It hangs before my eyes no matter where I look, but 
this does not mean that I am always looking at it” (Sight 4). The narrative follows 
suit by placing Lucina’s blindness as a shadow of the past or a projection of the 
future, leaving the lived reality of the present in a state of constant deferment. 
The narrative (re)presentation of a constantly deferred reality situates the 
narrative in curative time, which situates itself in the past in order to avoid a 
“catching up” to the threat of “real” blindness that pursues the protagonist 
throughout her story. In this way, the narrative always circles back to Lekz, her 
ophthalmologist.    
In it’s adhesion to curative time, the narrative gaze turns backward, 
transporting readers back in time. The subsequent chapter, “Sangre oscura” 
further solidifies the link between the imagery of blood with memory and vision 
loss. Merging the images of darkness, blackout, and blood, this chapter 
transports readers even further back in time in order to elicit what Kafer defines 
as “the questions animating a curative temporality” (28), including: “Were you 
born that way? How much longer do you have to live this way? How long before 
they invent a cure? How long will a cure take? How soon before you recover?” 
(28). Towards this end, the narrative advances on par with the advancing 
vasculature of the retinas. As curative time advances, however, doctor, patient, 
and readers are subsequently immobilized within a curative timeframe that 
renders them out of time and out of options: 
Había que observar el crecimiento de esa enredadera de capilares y 
conductos, día a día vigilar su milimétrica expansión. Eso era todo lo que 
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podía hacerse: acechar el sinuoso movimiento de esa trama venosa que 
avanzaba hacia el centro de mi ojo. Eso es todo y es bastante, 
dictaminaba el oculista, eso, eso es, repetía, desviando sus pupilas hacia 
mi historia clínica convertida en una ruma de papeles. (14) 
The waiting period described by Lekz as he continues to dictate Lucina’s medical 
history sets in motion Lucina’s return to Chile, which occupies the waiting period 
between Lucina’s most recent visit to Lekz and the operation. Lucina’s allusion to 
her medical history as a thousand-page manuscript which details “la exacta 
biografía de mis retinas” (14) references the only “official” writing that has 
advanced on par with Lucina’s vision loss. In other words, Lekz’s narrative is the 
only writing that has kept up with the progress of a condition that Lucina sees as 
thwarting or, at least, temporarily immobilizing her work as a writer. These 
continued references to Lekz’s growing manuscript, including Lucina’s imagined 
dedication of the document to her mother, reinforces the centrality of blindness 
as seen through the curative lens of advancing medical discourse. In this way, 
the centrality of Lucina’s medical history establishes Lekz as the official 
biographer and sole authority on Lucina’s condition, including her (in)eligibility 
(based in chronological time) for an experimental cure as well as establishing the 
time frame for Lucina’s surgery and recovery. In this way, Lucina’s body is written 
out of progressive, historical time and into curative time. 
The medical record also works on a metatextual level as framing Lucina’s 
recollection of the first time she went, against her will, an ophthalmologist’s office. 
What simultaneously set in motion the recording of Lucina’s medical history also 
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highlights how Lucina’s initial diagnosis frames her disjointed relationship to time, 
“Desde entonces, no he hecho más que pensar en el futuro, pensar que no iba a 
llegar a verlo. Pensar en ese médico torcido y refractario diciendo que yo llevaba 
adentro una bomba de tiempo acelerando su tictac” (30).  
The above passage illustrates how disability is temporally constructed as “the 
future of no future” (Kafer 33) through familiar narratives of tragedy and loss. In a 
feedback loop, the narrator’s inability to “see” her own future as a result of the 
“time bomb” of blindness, readers are led back to the explosion detailed in the 
initial chapter as proof that “disability is what ends one's future” (Kafer 33). By 
this token, Lucina’s medical history is read as always already “written in the 
stars,” which eclipses any possibility of rewriting the narrative or shifting its gaze 
away from the conventional images of tragedy and triumph that are reinforced by 
and through curative time. More specifically, this conventional portrayal of 
blindness as a sign of no future reinforces the dramatic image of the eyes, blind 
or sighted, as the window to the soul.  
The subsection “Reconocimiento” explores Lucina’s dependence on the 
medical gaze for determining her fate as if it were written on the now scarred 
surface of her retinas. During Lucina’s follow-up exam: she describes Lekz’s lens 
as the most effective for revealing her future as physically predestined: “Esperé a 
que me dijera qué era lo que veía ahí, qué imagen de mí estaba surgiendo del 
fondo de mi ojo. Qué decía de mi vida a partir de su diagnóstico” (166). This 
notion of medical gaze as able to recognize or read “la crónica íntegra de cada 
ojo” (165) stands in stark contrast to Lucina’s own reading of blindness as “otro 
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apagón” (82). While the medical gaze is defined by recognition, Lucina’s blind 
gaze is defined by a lack of consciousness. The link between blindness and lack 
of consciousness takes the form of an unfinished manuscript, which was 
physically and mentally abandoned in favor of the contemplation of the 
conventional lived narrative of the “chronicle of blindness foretold” (“Blind Spot” 
29). When asked about the abandoned manuscript, Lucina cannot recall its 
contents, but rather “la caja que mis manos habían sellado como un ataúd. El 
libro había quedado a medias y no tenía para cuando completarse” (85). Again, 
Lucina’s blindness as viewed through curative time renders the writer out of time 
for making progress on the unfinished manuscript.  
The theme of Lucina’s vision / memory loss and its challenge to her writing 
is explored in the chapter, “Militancia.” This chapter is temporally and 
geographically situated during the previously described waiting period prior to 
surgery, during which Lucina returns to Chile and encounters some of the more 
common social situations of disbelief that (re)affirm the impossibility of Lucina’s 
blindness as well as the tendency of her parents, both physicians, to offer their 
own unmerited professional opinions on the prognosis of Lina’s condition. Amidst 
these clichéd responses, ranging from disbelief to complete disregard for the 
protagonist’s blindness, Lucina encounters a direct challenge to these 
conventional reactions and interactions with Lina’s blindness. This challenge 
presents itself when Lucina overhears and, subsequently, interrupts what has 
become a strained telephone conversation between her mother and Raquel 
regarding the (im)possibility of Lucina’s recovery. Raquel’s positive attitude is 
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met with skepticism from Lucina’s mother, whose negative reaction to Raquel’s 
wishful thinking foreshadows Lucina’s equally hostile response to Raquel’s 
inquiry about Lucina’s writing. Provoked by Raquel’s perspective as a fellow 
writer and poet, the opening lines of “Militancia” marks the single instance in the 
narrative that includes a brief grounding in the here and now in order to 
emphasize the relative ease with which the narrator’s blindness has marked, and 
continues to mark, a pause in her writing: “Incluso ahora, incluso aquí, incluso en 
este fragmento, confieso que no me fue difícil dejar de escribir” (82). Now, as 
then, Lucina latches on to the familiar image of blindness as an obstacle to 
creativity, memory, and self-image. Along with her identity as a writer, Lucina’s 
self-image has gotten “lost” along with her unfinished manuscript, both of which 
are described as, “otro apagón” in the narrator’s mind. By connecting lost sight 
with lost (self-)knowledge, Lucina interprets Raquel’s probe as a way of mining 
the dark recesses of her blind / lost memory. The (con)fusion of blindness and 
memory loss converge in Raquel’s futile attempt to activate, “El deseo de 
recordar. No la página sino la identidad que la sangre había asfixiado” (83). In a 
militant resistance to seeing blindness as a desirable, and thereby politically 
viable, identity category, Lucina is unable to wrap her head around identity and, 
more specifically, identity formation through conventional models of writing, as 
anything but inherently visual processes. Feeling the existential threat of 
Raquel’s assertion that, “tú solo puedes ser tú en la proximidad de la escritura” 
(83), the henceforth fragmented narrator Lucina/Lina chooses the more 
comfortable, contrary argument that recouples vision with identity, leaving 
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blindness as a threat to both:  
quizá ya no sería más Lina, quizá estuviera retrocediendo al abismo. 
Quizá tendría que volver a empezar. Por supuesto que no, rabió Raquel, 
por supuesto que sí, le ladré yo, consumida por una rabia que no hacía 
más que confirmar que ella tenía la razón. (83)  
Similar to the first chapter’s depiction of “seeing red” in a literal sense, 
“Militancia” offers a literal account of “blind rage” against Raquel’s attempt to 
debunk the negative image of blindness, described by Lucina as a proverbial and 
literal black hole: “a medida que el mundo se iba a negro todo lo que le 
pertenecía quedó a oscuras” (83). Through a maintenance of the negative 
imagery associated with blindness, the narrator and her narrow vision of her own 
future as a writer work to reinforce the conventional narrative of resistance to 
ideas, like Raquel’s, that upset the oppositional relationship between blindness 
and sight. 
A second confrontation with the (im)possibility of blind writing erupts in the 
chapter “Dictado” which takes place after Lucina returns to Manhattan for 
surgery. In addition to her abandoned novel, Lucina has also postponed work on 
her graduate thesis. Similar to the description of Raquel as “mi generala” (82, 
83), Silvina, Lucina’s thesis director, is described as, “otra experta en los 
horrores del cuerpo,” (154). In addition to academic diplomas, Silvina possesses 
“medallas intangibles certificando que había vencido, dos veces seguidas, a la 
muerte” (154-55). The reference to Silvina’s “intangible medals” which confirm 
her survivor status reinforces the narrative that death and disability are mere 
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obstacles to be vanquished, overcome or outsmarted in a survival of the fittest. 
This invokes the “oppression Olympics” (Siebers, Disability 28-30), which 
“registers each identity as a form of ability that has greater or lesser powers to 
overcome social intolerance and prejudice” (Siebers, Disability 29). In this 
comparative and competitive view, Lucina’s blindness is further pathologized in 
light of Silvina’s ability to outsmart and overcome her fate. The negative and 
undesirable image of blindness is counterbalanced by the positive image of 
Silvina as a “survivor” works to reinforce the idea that some forms of oppression 
are, in fact, more or less desirable than others.  
During their phone conversation, Lucina is confronted with an alternative 
to conventional writing when Silvina encourages her to dictate her experience 
onto a tape recorder. Compared to Raquel’s suggestion of “Ponte a escribir en tu 
cabeza” (83), writing out loud strikes Lucina as an even less desirable 
alternative. In another attempt at establishing a hierarchy of more and less 
desirable alternatives to writing, Lucina explains that “sería más fácil aprender el 
braille, que requería dedos, que intentar trabajar de oídas” (155). When Silvina 
implies that she would adapt quickly to dictation, she is met with resistance: 
No, Silvina, no me voy a acostumbrar nunca y no quiero acostumbrarme, 
le dije, sombría, sintiendo que mis palabras reticentes rechinaban en el 
silencio que entonces se produjo. ¿Vos te das cuenta de que estás 
haciendo desaparecer a Lina Meruane? Y yo, sin titubear, le dije que Lina 
Meruane resucitaría en cuanto la sangre quedara en el pasado y yo 
recuperara la vista (156). 
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In this exchange, the battle between the survivor instinct and the death drive re-
emerges, silencing rather than dialoguing about their opposing standpoints on 
blindness. As alternatives present themselves, they are no match for the 
narrator’s desire for a “full” or “complete” recovery of identity / sight as an 
antidote to the undesirability of blindness. As Lucina/Lina makes clear, a full 
recovery depends on a clear distinction between the past and the future, 
relegating the blood associated with vision and identity loss to the past and the 
recuperated sight/identity in a hypothetical future. In this binary view of blindness, 
the question of adapting to the present situation is seen as giving in or giving up 
on the possibility or hope for the fairy tale of sight restored. Giving in or giving up 
hope for a cure is equated with loss of imagination and creativity ––precisely 
what Lucina/Lina sees as the loss of her identity as a writer and, more 
importantly, what shuts off any avenue that might lead to identifying as a blind 
writer.  
In these two examples of the narrative confrontation with blind writing, the 
fragmentation of the narrator’s identity is reflected in the two names, Lucina and 
Lina, which emphasizes the threat blindness poses to identity as confirmed 
through the way we read and write. Kleege makes this point when discussing her 
own experience with learning braille, which was seen by experts as well as non-
experts in the field of blindness as: 
If the ability to read print is what distinguishes the sighted from the blind, 
the way we read defines who we are. In wishing to learn braille I seemed 
to be abdicating my identity as a sighted person with a visual impairment 
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and taking on a new identity as a blind person who rejects the sight she 
has. This willful rejection of sight and the sighted method of reading is as 
distressing to some sighted people as it would be to watch me 
purposefully put out my eyes. (217) 
In this view, Lucina/Lina’s identity as a writer hinges on her ability to read 
print. In contrast to what is perceived as Kleege’s “willful rejection” of sight as 
both counterintuitive and counterproductive to reading and writing, 
Lucina’s/Lina’s resistance to such alternatives is viewed as a justified response 
that reinforces the association between notions of literal and metaphorical vision, 
creativity, and productivity. 
The novel closes with the re-emergence of the vasculature Lekz’s surgery 
was intended to prevent. The reappearance of the blood that Lucina/Lina hoped 
would be safely relegated to the past creeps back up and points toward the 
impossible future of blindness imagined by the sighted. Suspended between the 
medical advancement and the limitations of technology, the experience of 
blindness is eclipsed by competing discourses of a medical cure and the 
celebration of the cyborg existence. When confronted with her own impossible 
future as a blind character/writer Lucina’s/Lina’s search for “ojos frescos” 
solidifies her continued quest to see her blindness through other eyes rather than 
seeing herself through her own, “espéreme aquí, yo le voy a traer un ojo fresco” 
(177). 
 
II. Blind Reading in Verónica Gerber Bicecci’s “Ambliopía” and “Biblioteca 
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ciega”  
A second text that explores blindness as a way of defamiliarizing the 
processes of seeing and reading is Verónica Gerber Bicecci’s short story 
“Ambliopía.” The narrative is a reconstruction of the narrator’s memories 
surrounding an initial visit to an ophtalmologist who diagnoses her with 
ampliopía, or lazy eye. The idea of coming into contact with one’s own complex 
embodiment through medical and social discourse serve as the narrative impetus 
for the subsequent stories in the collection, Mudanza (2010). Unlike Meruane’s 
fated protagonist, Gerber Bicecci’s young, female narrator recalls her first contact 
with her diagnosis. Her blindness takes shape as the narrator reads off of a 
standard Snellen eye chart. Gerber Bicecci’s narrative approximation towards 
blind reading sets the stage for what the author calls, “la crónica de una 
mudanza” (13), which the author defines as, “[l]a constatación de un mensaje 
que no llega, de una palabra que ya no suena, que no puede leerse. Este libro 
es, sobre todo, la confirmación de una imposibilidad “(13, my emphasis).  
This impossibility stems from what Rosemarie Garland-Thomson calls the “misfit” 
(“Misfits” 594) between the impaired body and the changing physical, temporal, 
and social environment. Garland-Thomson’s “misfit”, identified as “the co-
constituting interaction between flesh and environment” (“Misfits” 594), 
metaphorically and materially marks what Gerber-Bicecci describes as the 
narrative shift “de la frase al suceso; de la novela a la vida escenificada” (13). 
This seamless and often unacknowledged transition from the abstract to the 
material is interrupted by the presence of the misfit that emerges out of the 
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uncomfortable fit between the narrator’s body and the environment that fails to 
sustain it and, instead, exposes it. The narrator’s retrospective gaze recalls the 
experience of misfitting, which “ignites a vivid recognition of our fleshliness and 
the contingencies of human embodiment” (Garland Thomson “Misfits” 597-98).   
This contingency is revealed through a defamiliarization of the reading of a 
standard eye placing the impaired gaze at the center of the narrative. “Ambliopía” 
exposes the limits of standard medical equipment, such as the Snellen eye chart, 
that render invisible any descriptive account of visual impairment. As Margaret 
Price points out, some disabilities “are not exactly ‘visible’ or ‘invisible,’ a better 
metaphor than vision for some kinds of disability might be apparition” 
(“Mind/body” 272). 
Acknowledging the limits of vision and visibility for the identification of 
disability leads to a reconsideration of the impairment/disability divide. In this 
alternative view, if disability is not always visible, then lodging “disability 
oppression” in society alone fails to recognize the disabling effects of impairment. 
According to the social model, medicine and biology provide accurate and 
exhaustive definitions and explanations of impairment, thereby rendering the 
impaired body irrelevant or immaterial in discussions of disability oppression. In 
Kafer’s view, despite the social model’s “well-intentioned focus on the disabling 
effects of society, it overlooks the often-disabling effects of our bodies” (7).This 
oversight allows social modelists to move too quickly past questions of 
impairment and bodily difference and the various ways in which experiences of 
complex embodiment impinge upon one’s experience of disability oppression. 
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This complex embodiment is revealed when the narrator asks: “¿Cómo saber 
qué es ver bien si siempre has visto igual, si no hay referente alguno ni punto de 
comparación?” (8).   
With the goal of uncovering the disabling effects of impairment, my 
reading of “Ampliopía” complicates the clear-cut division between impairment 
and disability and its contingent relationship with binary notions of visibility and 
invisibility in the maintenance of an ocularcentric framework. With a clear focus 
on the impaired body in space and time, “Amblyopia” offers a direct challenge to 
conventional ways of seeing and reading disability as well as the subset 
blindness through the experience of impairment. 
The narrative is set into motion by the ophthalmologist’s request, “Lee lo 
que ves” (7). Immediately, the physical and temporal demands that have been 
placed on the narrator come into sharp focus when the narrator reveals the 
opthamologist’s request to be easier said than done. Almost immediately, straight 
time presents a problem when the narrator explains: “[Yo] tenía que esperar a 
que se disiparan las nubes y no había tiempo” (7). By situating her visual 
impairment as a misfit between her vision and linear or straight time, the narrator 
proposes a reorientation to time. However, the narrator and readers soon 
discover that the prospect of “more” or “extended” time fails to (re)solve the 
narrator’s experience of impairment, which requires a reorientation to notions of 
linear or “straight” time. The concept of crip time emerges from the intersection of 
queer theory and disability studies. Building on Margaret Price’s (2011) 
approximation to crip time, Kafer highlights the importance of understanding crip 
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time not simply a request for extended time, but as flex time. As Kafer explains: 
It is this notion of flexibility (not just 'extra' time) that matters. Crip time is 
flex time not just expanded but exploded; it requires reimagining our 
notions of what can and should happen in time, or recognizing how 
expectations of "how long things take" are based on very particular minds 
and bodies. (27, emphasis in original) 
Thus, the narrator’s description of blobs in her visual field that, “no 
dejaban de moverse” (8), challenge the ophthamologist’s and readers’ 
expectations of what can and should be “read in the linear or straight” time of the 
fabula. As a direct challenge to linear space and time, the narrator’s blind spot is 
read into the lines of the Snellen eye chart, “Primero hay una E. La letra era 
grande, las manchas no alcanzaban a taparla del todo. Abajo es F y creo que P. 
T-mancha-Z. L-mancha-mancha, tal vez E y luego mancha” (7, emphasis in 
original).  
As Kleege describes in relation to her own cumbersome and often failed 
attempts to read: 
The only constant in my reading is the fickleness and instability of the text. 
I am plagued by uncertainty. As I progress through the sentence, each 
new word makes me question the ones before. I glance back. A word I 
thought I'd recognized has now changed. (Sight 200)  
For Kleege, her “tendency toward double vision makes meanings multiply” 
(Sight 200). This same tendency toward revisions and multiple meanings is 
reflected in the narrator’s experience of impairment, which is read by the 
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opthalmologist and her mother as failure or noncompliance with normative 
looking. The experience of the impaired body and the possibility of multiple 
meanings changes the initial focus of the examination, which is no longer a 
question of on what can be seen, but of how one processes visual information in 
a given space and time. The misfitting is revealed when the narrator’s blind spot 
emerges in the form of “manchas flotando en el espacio entre la pantalla y mi 
silla” (7 ). In this image, the narrator’s experience of impairment or misfitting is 
lodged in the space and time that suspends itself between the narrator ‘s body 
and the physically and temporally constructed environment. The interaction 
between flesh and environment produces a sense of insecurity on the part of the 
narrator with respect to the visual environment, which shifts violently between 
sameness and perpetual change: 
Todo parecía igual. Peor, lo que recordaba como una P ahora era un 
borrón y las letras tapadas bajo las manchas sobresalieron una escritura 
manuscrita y vaporosa que tardaba demasiado en tomar forma. Pensé 
que si esperaba suficiente lograría estabilizarlas, separarlas, hacer un 
ejercicio de deducción, mentir, pero no funcionó. (7)  
In this example, crip time emerges in the narrator’s description of how time and 
images slip away from her during the eye exam. The narrator’s attempt to 
decode the unstable images on the screen 20 feet in front of her implicate the 
narrator in a process Kleege identifies as an attempt at close reading of what she 
sees. According to Kleege, close reading “presupposes that the text is worth 
spending time over” (Sight 196) . 
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In this way, Kafer’s vision of crip time can be complicated by a consideration of 
the value assigned to time in a given situation. According to Kleege, “Close 
reading is a task of discovery, recovery, uncovering, detection, dissection ––
struggle. Sometimes close reading is even painful” (Sight 197-98). Kleege’s 
acknowledgement of the pain and struggle associated with close reading offers a 
critical reorientation to the role impairment plays in exposing the oppressive and 
disabling effects on our own bodies through space and time. 
  In the narrator’s retrospective version of events, the narrative itself allows 
the narrator to forge the necessary space for communicating about the disabling 
effects of the impaired body when it comes into contact with both straight and 
able-bodied notions of space and time. As Kafer makes clear, “Rather than bend 
disabled bodies and minds to meet the clock, crip time bends the clock to meet 
disabled bodies and minds” (27). In this way, crip time exposes the limitations of 
both the medical and social models of disability in their one-sided efforts to place 
the responsibility squarely with the individual or with society at large for causing 
disability oppression. Working against the medical model, the narrator describes 
her skepticism of the medical profession, on which she both depends and 
distrusts: “Siempre tuve la impresión de que el oculista era un farsante: por más 
que cambiaba las lentes y sacaba extrañas herramientas, mi ojo parecía 
inmutable” (8).   
This negotiation between the doctor and patient exemplifies what Kafer 
calls the “political/relational model of disability” (6), which acknowledges that 
disability cannot be reduced to questions of nature vs. nurture but, rather, is 
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produced and perpetuated through relationships between the individual and his 
or her immediate environment. Following the lead of Margaret Price and Alyson 
Patsavas, Kafer’s political/relations model acknowledges the co-constitutive roles 
of medical and social models, while, at the same time, recognizing “both 
impairment and disability are social” (7, emphasis in original). Similar to Judith 
Butler’s critique of gender as a social construction, Kafer asserts that impairment, 
like gender, “doesn't exist apart from social meanings and understandings” (7). In 
this way, the narrator’s diagnosis of amblyopia (including its deployment as the 
story’s title) is not simply the matter of individual biology, but a “further 
articulation of a very particular body” (Kafer 7). In other words, medical diagnosis 
only acquires meaning in particular social, medical, historical, and cultural 
contexts. The convergence of medical and social constructions of the narrator’s 
impairment converges in the space, time, and place of the narrative 
reconstruction of the eye exam. This convergence of multiple and shifting 
discourses surrounding the narrator’s impairment becomes clear when the 
narrator focalizes on her mother’s reaction to her daughter’s performance on the 
medical exam, which is interpreted as a threat to the image of a healthy family, 
“Mi madre me miraba desde el otro lado del consultorio, sentada en una 
pequeña silla, con cara de preocupación. Al parecer la situación calificaba para 
desgracia familiar” (7).  
Even after the ophthalmologist has made a diagnosis, the narrator again 
focalizes on her mother in order to highlight the centrality of social interaction at 
home and at school as the catalyst for the narrative unfolding of the “official” 
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medical diagnosis:  
Finalmente, el doctor diagnosticó ambliopía: el síndrome del ojo flojo. 
Aunque no había mostrado déficit de atención, ni mi desempeño escolar 
se había visto mermado, mi madre se dio cuenta de que, cuando más 
concentraba la mirada, cuando el esfuerzo visual era importante, uno de 
mis ojos miraba justo al lado contrario. (8)  
The narrator’s interweaving of the doctor’s official diagnosis along with her 
mother’s initial observations and personal assessment of her daughter’s visual 
engagement in everyday contexts highlights the important role detection and 
early intervention play in the events leading up to an official diagnosis. As Rod 
Michalko points out, the lived experience of impairment preempts any call for an 
official medical diagnosis, and not the other way around. Therefore, while 
experience defines diagnosis, diagnosis does not define the experience. In 
Michalko’s words: 
It’s experience that leads us to seek diagnosis. But 'something is 
discoverable only through the living of our lives. Our lived experience 
provides us with the discovery of something wrong. The experience of 
discovery, unlike diagnosis, allows for the development and rediscovery of 
blindness in relation to the self, to sight, and to looking and seeing. (35) 
In this view, experience not only lays the foundation for medical diagnosis 
and treatment, It also plays a key role in a critical reexamination of 
impairment/disability divide that informs current understandings of disability’s 
social construction. Instead, Michalko’s recasting of the experience of impairment 
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as the source rather than the outcome of medical diagnosis reframes the 
impaired body as a source of complex embodiment that cannot be fully 
articulated or understood through medical discourse. In Michalko’s words, 
“interest lies in addressing the whole of the story of blindness of which medicine 
and diagnosis are only one part” (35). 
The theme of the development and rediscovery of blindness in relation to 
identity, reading, and sight is central to Gerber Bicecci’s art installation, Biblioteca 
ciega. The installation uses acrylic paint on canvas in order to display the names 
of lost or destroyed libraries throughout history using a visual representation of 
the braille code. Blind Library’s “encoded” messages in commemoration of these 
lost spaces were originally displayed on the highly visible walls of Mexico City’s 
historical center. Between December 2012 and March 2013, photographs of the 
installation were included in the exhibit, “251.312.000: Todos los libros que hoy 
existen desaparecerán,” in Mexico City’s Centro Cultural de España. The number 
in the show’s title is a direct reference to Jorge Luis Borges short story, “Library 
of Babel,” with 251,312,000 being the maximum number of books that could be 
contained in such a library, which is based on the narrator’s description of its 
books, all of which contain 410 pages, with every page containing 40 lines of 
text, and 80 characters per line (410 x 40 x 80 = 251,312,000). According to the 
exhibit’s official website, “Las bibliotecas, además de resguardar, son espacios 
privilegiado para la producción de sentido” (n.p.). A key question posed by this 
exhibit is “¿Cómo construimos colectivamente saberes y poderes?” (n.p.). An 
even more pertinent question might be how a library, as a privileged space of 
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knowledge production and construction of meaning are being deconstructed 
through the digitization of books and archives.  
At first glance, Gerber Bicecci’s work offers a direct challenge to this 
premise in what Leslie Moody Castro, describes as “an ambitious installation 
piece that explores the relationship between lost libraries and archives in a 
language that cannot be understood with the eyes” (n.p.).3 In what the critic sees 
as an “ironic twist” (Moody Castro n.p.) on language itself, Moody Castro’s 
“normal viewer” (n.p.) (read: sighted and non-braille reading) is confronted with 
the unsettling experience of being visually “unable to decipher the language” 
(Moody Castro n.p.) that Gerber Bicecci renders highly visible on a billboard-like 
scale. The larger-than-life scale of the code can be observed in the following 
photograph, dedicated to “La biblioteca del Califato de Córdoba”: 
                                             
3 Unlike American Sight Language, braille is a coded representation of a 
particular language. Since braille has no spoken equivalent apart from the 
language it represents, it is not considered a language. Perhaps the tendency to 
refer to braille as its own “language” adds to its perceived “foreignness” to 
sighted readers/viewers. In fact, the mechanics of reading braille are similar to 
print: it is read from left to right and from top to bottom in a skimming or scanning 
motion similar to the saccades performed by the eyes. 
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Despite braille’s high visibility, what is most ironic and unsettling is the fact 
that a blind spectator, either in Mexico City’s historic center or at the gallery, 
would possess little to no access to the artist’s two-dimensional abstraction of the 
braille code. The physical location of the signage in abandoned industrial 
sections of the city emphasizes either a lack or the undesirability of physical 
access to these sites, which can be subsequently “overcome” or “compensated 
for” through a visual approximation to the images. In this way, this visual 
adaptation of the braille code functions aesthetically as a spectacle for sighted 
audiences, which visually confirm their undesirable or inaccessible quality with 
respect to the city writ large. Rather than serving as a tool for expanding access, 
the visual (re)presentation of the braille code works to (re)affirm the negativity of 
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the surrounding space.  
In this way, “real” blindness ––including questions of access and inclusion 
in both urban and gallery spaces–– is glossed over in favor of a more 
visual/visible counterpart. By reducing braille to an aesthetic element that 
functions to convey a sense of visual and conceptual inaccessibility, the threat of 
“real” blindness serves as the forgotten or yet-to-be “uncovered” site of exclusion 
and inaccessibility. As Michalko explains: 
When eyesight is understood as the quintessential solution to the problem 
of participation, blindness becomes the ultimate form of inaccessibility. 
The blind person is understood as lacking, and what is lacking is the 
capacity of accessibility. (41) 
In other words, what has been developed as a tool granting blind people 
direct, non-visual access to the privileged space of libraries, reading, and writing 
is deployed artistically as a vehicle for exploring “real” inaccessibility. In this way, 
“real” blindness is visually constructed as the “real” site of inaccessibility from 
which the flattened images of the installation depart.  
By (re)presenting the braille code as two-dimensional and highly visible, sighted 
readers/spectators are free to visually contemplate the complexity of the code 
from a distance, thus providing the sighted spectator for a “unique” opportunity to 
interact at a distance with the spectacle of blindness on display. At the same 
time, these images reinforce the relationship between desire and looking by 
rendering braille as something visually accessible and, thus, desirable to sighted 
viewers. 




Braille is made more appealing to sighted viewers/readers through its 
(re)presentation in in black acrylic paint  against a stark white vinyl backdrop. 
Unlike a standard braille cell, which is between 2.3 and 2.6 millimeters in 
diameter, this large print, high-contrast adaptation of the standard braille cell 
mimics its print counterpart. Gerber Bicecci’s visual adaptation of the standard 
braille cell reinforces the notion that reading ––including braille reading–– can 
and should be done with the eyes. In the above image, the braille script “reads”: 
Biblioteca del Califato de Cordoba. The evocation of this lost or forgotten 
knowledge center holds particular importance for questions of the preservation of 
classical texts through the processes of translation and transcription. A 
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transcription effort on a similar scale to that of the Caliphate of Cordoba is 
needed to sustain a true library for the blind. Thus, an alternative reading of the 
visual (re)presentation of the braille code might rest on the need for sighted 
readers to familiarize themselves with braille instead of viewing the braille code 
as a site of impossibility or inaccessibility for sighted readers. Instead, with the 
advent of technology, braille is viewed as a complex and archaic system of 
reading and writing that should be relegated to the distant past instead of slowly 
and arduously perpetuated in the age of high tech optical devices along with the 
wide availability of audio books.  
According to the artist, braille “evokes those destroyed spaces while 
simultaneously keeping them inaccessible” (Blind Library n.p. ). Of course, the 
question of (in)accessibility should be understood as relative, especially with 
respect to braille’s visibility. Gerber Bicecci’s deployment of braille as a visual 
“challenge” to sighted audiences rather than a tactile experience reaffirms the 
stereotypical idea that “to read with the fingertips seems to the sighted like trying 
to hear through the nose” (Kleege, Sight 216-17). With this synesthetic image of 
reading in mind, Gerber Bicecci’s adaptation of the braille code to the eyes of 
sighted viewers makes the foreign experience of reading braille more accessible 
to sighted audience. Similar to Sangre en el ojo’s description of blindness 
rendered visible through the imagery of “seeing red,” blind reading is rendered 
visible and “accessible” to sighted audiences from the comfortable distance of 
“art’s voyeuristic gaze” (Mitchell and Snyder “Introduction” 17). In other words, 
Gerber-Bicecci’s deployment of braille permits a conventional reading of 
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blindness through the hegemony of sight rather than through the multisensory 
and three-dimensional view of blindness.  
By reinforcing conventional readings of blindness and blind experience, 
these images entail a meditation on the predominance of sight as the sole source 
of knowledge on blindness. Through maintenance of the unequal power 
distribution between sight and blindness, the latter can only be approximated 
through metaphor. The visible, yet unfamiliar, sequence of dots acquires a 
mysterious quality that draws spectators in while simultaneously preventing any 
direct contact with “real” blindness. In this way, blindness and braille are 
experienced as just another sight to be seen rather than a lived reality that is 
integral to, rather than separate from, a shared visual culture.  
However, the notion of a shared visual culture cannot and should not exist 
at the expense of blindness, which is used as visual metaphor. Ultimately, what 
gets lost in the image of braille as metaphor is the fact that print materials are 
largely inaccessible to blind readers. While braille and large print versions of 
books are cumbersome and expensive to produce, advances in technology 
threaten to render braille obsolete. While most see advancements in technology 
such as screen readers and audiobooks as the solution to access for blind 
people, many fail to consider the dependence this fosters in blind readers. This 
dependence is established through technologically facilitated access to print 
material with enlargement or synthesized speech, which bypasses the braille 
code altogether. However, in situations where technology is unavailable, a non-
braille reader would then need to depend on the availability and willingness of 
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sighted companions ––eliminating any possibility for independent access to 
reading material. Braille is, and continues to be, the solution to immediate, 
unobstructed access to reading material for the blind. However, the push toward 
greater dependence on technology threatens to render braille, like the libraries 
evoked in Blind Library as lost or inaccessible remnants of a forgotten past. As 
Kleege points out, despite her legal blindness, she was confronted with many of 
the same barriers after expressing an interest in learning braille. Kleege 
describes the resistance from so-called experts in the field of blindness as history 
repeating itself:  
It's always the same message I received as a child. Braille is hard, even 
harder than reading print. What's more, braille is a part of the dim and dire 
past, not the desirable present, with all its sleek electronics and high-
powered optics. My desire to learn braille cast me as an eccentric Luddite, 
opting for an archaic system rather than embracing available technologies. 
(Sight 215) 
In summary, learning to read braille is viewed by the sighted, including 
those who are considered “experts” in the field of blindness, as time consuming, 
archaic, and, most of all, undesirable. Blind students who are identified as 
possessing some functional vision are undesirable candidates for learning braille. 
Like Kleege, braille was never presented to me as a “viable” option for reading 
and writing, regardless of how time consuming or strenuous reading print may 
have been and continues to be. The first time I was introduced to braille was 
during my teacher preparation program in Special Education for the Visually 
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Impaired. During that time, I took two semester-long courses on literary braille 
and braille for math and science. However, the emphasis in these courses 
centered on learning braille by sight rather than by touch. This ocularcentrism 
with respect to learning braille as an educator of the blind demonstrates how 
blindness and blind reading and writing continues to be guided by the hierarchy 
of sight and sightedness at the expense of the blind. Instead of presenting itself 
as an opportunity for me as a blind person who would eventually depend on 
reading braille tactilely, my teacher education program worked to doubly 
marginalize me as a blind person as well as an educator for the blind. This 
mentality stems from the fear and anxiety surrounding the real possibility of the 
blind leading the blind. As long as the hierarchy of sight and sightedness is 
maintained in key institutions like education and literacy for the blind, the sighted 
will always remain the ideal that blind people should aspire instead of embracing 
their identity as blind people.      
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CHAPTER 2 
SEEING BLINDNESS: MARCO ANTONIO CRUZ AND DANIEL RIBEIRO 
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Nearly eyeryone seems to agree that vision 
shapes the modern citizenry. 
 
ROSEMARIE GARLAND-THOMSON, Staring: 
How we Look 
 
 
I. The Emergence of Blindness as an Impoverished Image4 
As depicted above, the image of blind beggars is perhaps the most 
familiar image of blindness in the popular imagination. As Martin Norton points 
out in his discussion of The Cinema of Isolation, mainstream cinema has a long 
tradition of depicting blind characters as “poverty-stricken social outcasts who 
often died by the end of the story” (Norton 47). Blindness is seen and understood 
as occupying the border between rich and poor, life and death. This collective 
vision of blindness has been influenced largely by popular culture, including 
painting, photography, film, and television.5 Despite technological advancements 
                                             
4 In The Cinema of Isolation: A History of Physical Disability in the Movies, Martin 
F. Norton traces the emergence of disability’s impoverished image in mainstream 
cinema through the practice of isolation, which the theorist describes as a 
disciplinary process whereby “a majority society will do whatever it can to 
maintain itself in power, and its practice of keeping minorities such as physically 
disabled people ‘in their place’ and dependent by defining the issues represents 
a significant part of its self-continuance” (2).  
5 Although blind TV characters are rare outside the realm of superheroes (i.e. 
Batman) and animated cartoons (i.e. Mr. Magoo), blindness has been 
represented on television with the increased popularity of the telethon as well as 
on local and national news stations in the form of “personal interest” stories. 
Interestingly, we see the emergence of the supercrip or superhuman blind person 
in the TV and radio profiles of Daniel Kish (1966–, Montebello, CA) as the “real-
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that have improved the lives of “real” blind people as well as feminist and queer 
critiques in film studies, disability studies scholar Johnson Cheu notes that “the 
trajectory of representation of blind characters has remained relatively stable” 
(75). Thus, Norton’s description of the impoverished, isolated, dependent blind 
character reinforces the visual link between blindness and the absent, lost or 
forgotten gaze towards the past. As I will demonstrate in a survey of twenty-first 
century Latin American photography and film, the linkage of blindness to the past 
is no coincidence ––the allusion must be maintained in order to define our 
current era as ocularcentric and, more importantly, to anticipate a brighter vision 
for the future.  
Defined as a low incidence disability, blindness is not encountered as 
often as other, high incidence disabilities, which are paradoxically less visible. 
Thus, when the lens of the eye or camera happens upon blindness, it registers 
as a sight to be seen. In Staring: How We Look, disability studies scholar 
Rosemarie Garland Thomson elaborates on the eye-catching quality of blindness 
in her analysis on African American artist Jacod Lawrence’s 1938 painting, Blind 
Beggars.6 In Garland-Thomson’s reading of the image, she situates the blind 
beggars as a “natural” site of visual spectacle: 
The couple is the clear center of interest. Everyone is staring at them. 
Both wear dark glasses and each sweeps the street ahead with a guide 
                                             
life Batman” (Kish n.p.) for his use of echolocation for navigation and general 
spatial awareness. 
6 Please refer to Jacob Lawrence’s image using the following URL: 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/488144    
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cane blind people use. The man carries a tin cup in his other hand. The 
beggars do not grovel, seek pity, or appear downtrodden. No one turns 
uneasy eyes away from him or her. Everyone's getting something out of 
this. The children are delighted. The woman in the window is fascinated. 
The pair are the king and queen of the street, blind Pied Pipers running 
the show. (6)  
Despite being the center of attention, I would argue that the blind pair is getting a 
raw deal with respect to the image’s visual economy. While the image offers a 
reading of celebration and affirmation of blindness, it does so through a 
reinforcement of the binary relationship between “starers” (i.e. sighted 
spectators) and “staree” (i.e. the blind beggars). This clear distinction between 
starer/staree vis-à-vis blindness fits Garland Thomson’s utopic, yet ocularcentric, 
definition of staring as a “mutually vivifying visual dance in which starers and 
starees engage one another” (7). However, these rules of engagement only work 
by depicting blindness as always on the receiving end of the gaze. More 
specifically, they render the blind gaze as non-existant in order to further a 
discussion of staring. Assuming everyone is getting something out of the 
exchange furthers the idea that visibility, including hypervisibility, is worth more 
than gold to the blind couple. 
As this disability affirming, yet ocularcentric logic would maintain, it is by 
virtue of rather than in spite of, that blindness captivates our attention in 
Lawrence’s painting. In this view, blindness serves as the invisible and 
hypervisible center around which meditations about vision and looking are 
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rooted. This point becomes clear in Garland-Thomson’s defense of the idea that 
“We build the world to accommodate the demands of seeing” (26). By defining 
ocularcentrism as a social construction, the experience of life without sight is 
painted in terms of extreme disadvantage or unfair advantage in order to further 
Garland-Thomson’s claim of a hierarchy of the senses. On the one hand, she 
cites “Automobile-dependent cities or suburbs” as tangible facets of mainstream 
culture that, “restrict the mobility of blind people” (26). In order to counter what 
the theorist identifies as a clear disadvantage, she goes on to reference “the 
advantages of blindness such as being able to navigate without artificial light” 
(26). In either case, blindness must be pitted against sight in an effort to buttress 
Garland-Thomsom’s concept of “the uneasy primacy of vision” (Staring 25). This 
is achieved through a failure to recognize blind people as active participants 
(rather than convenient scapegoats) in what Georgina Kleege identifies “the 
visual culture that we share” (“Blindness” 179, my emphasis). In sum, whether 
blindness is visualized as dapper or downtrodden, that is to say, desirable or 
undesirable, it only serves to reinforce the binary view of visibility and invisibility, 
participation and exclusion, humanity and inhumanity along the dividing line of 
sight.  
As the epigraph to this chapter suggests, as long as “nearly all of us” 
(which is never quite a “we”) agree that the so-called “modern citizenry” is 
defined by sight, then the blind function as the exception that proves this rule. To 
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this end, Garland-Thomsom cites the “minority” experience7 of blind people as 
proof of what she calls the “hierarchy of the senses” (Staring 26). In this way, 
blindness is rhetorically rendered as marginal and alien in order to justify the 
widely accepted notion that we live in a uniquely ocularcentric era. It is this very 
claim that visual studies scholar W.J.T. Mitchell identifies as one of Academia’s 
misunderstandings of visual culture. In Mitchell’s words:  
We do not live in a uniquely visual era. The visual or pictorial turn is a 
recurrent trope that displaces moral and political panic onto images and 
so-called visual media. Images are convenient scapegoats, and the 
offensive eye is ritually plucked out by ruthless critique. (170)  
As an extension of this idea, Mitchell goes on to state that visual culture entails a 
meditation on blindness as much as it does on sight. Thus, Garland Thomson’s 
unwavering focus on the pleasure and power of sight only reinforces the 
anxieties surrounding vision’s “uneasy primacy” (Staring 25) at the expense of a 
more attentive look at blindness. 
In this chapter, I offer a challenge to the restricted view of blindness as 
reinforced through ocularcentric myths surrounding the primacy of sight. Instead 
of reducing blindness to extreme disadvantage or unfair advantage with respect 
to vision, I offer a more attentive and well-rounded focus on blindness and its 
unacknowledged or severely under acknowledged role in the construction of 
what Georgina Kleege calls the “visual culture that we [blind and sighted] share” 
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(“Blindness” 179, my emphasis). I do this through an acknowledgement of the 
secondary and supporting role blindness too often plays in propping up filmic and 
photographic visions of identity, independence, inclusion, and equal participation 
in a democratic society. Through my further analysis of photographs by Marco 
Antonio Cruz as well as a film by Daniel Ribeiro, I offer a thoughtful and attentive 
focus on contemporary representations of blindness that either reinforce or 
reimagine blindness in visual terms. 
I begin my analysis with a discussion of blindness as an impoverished 
image in photography and film. As evidenced by the following image, “Músicos 
ambulantes” (1971) as well as the image that opened this chapter, the 
photograph establishes a visual link between blindness, urban spaces, poverty, 
and charity. Despite the title’s reference to ambulatory or traveling musicians, 
“Músicos ambulantes” can be read as a commentary on social and physical 
immobility as embodied by the three blind musicians. As we will see, even when 
blindness is geographically situated in a middle-class setting, blindness is still 
visually linked to themes of isolation and immobility in both physical and social 
sense. 
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It is no coincidence that the photographer, Marco Antonio Cruz, cites 
“Músicos ambulantes” as the photograph that inspired his career. As a student in 
plastic arts at Mexico’s National Autonomous University, Cruz captured the 
image while walking through the streets of Mexico City. According to Cruz, this 
early photograph left a lasting impression on him, which sparked a growing 
concern for the welfare of the image’s socially, physically, and visually isolated 
blind street musicians. Cruz’s image traffics in what Gerald Mast and Bruce 
Kawin call the “unspoken” (cited in Norton 3), which Norton summarizes in his 
discussion of the practice of isolation as a set of beliefs or values that go 
unquestioned by mainstream audiences and, in visual media, “assume the form 
of stereotyped images that, through sheer repetition, eventually take on a ring of 
truth in that society” (3). As a visual reproduction of the “unspoken”, the 
photograph (re)presents blindness as sine qua non isolated, helpless victim, 
public spectacle, and musical savant. Through a visual simulation of a direct, 
street-level encounter with blind people, the image works to confirm this 
stereotype for sighted audiences who can comfortably observe and respond to 
the spectacle of blindness from a distance. The distancing effect produced by 
this photograph is commonly (re)enacted in “real life” encounters with “real” blind 
people, where approximation threatens to upend the impoverished and isolated 
stereotype. 
In Sight Unseen, Georgina Kleege highlights the relative functionality of 
blindness as an impoverished image when she explains how, for sighted 
onlookers, 
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It's so much simpler to deal with the blind beggar in the subway. The 
sighted can pity him and fear becoming like him. Specifically, they fear the 
absolute dependence he represents, dependence on his dog, and on 
family, educators, social workers, public and private charities, and 
strangers. (48-49) 
According to this perspective, the lives of the blind are unbearable and 
intolerable, which is consistent with the limited terms of compulsory able-
bodiedness8. Rather than concern oneself with the perspectives of blind people 
themselves, compulsory able-bodiedness always assumes that blind people 
share this negative outlook on blindness. In other words, while hypothetical 
blindness is feared and pitied by sighted people, hypothetical sight is always 
deemed as desireable by those who are blind. At work in this logic is the 
overarching theme of blindness as a materially and metaphorically impoverished 
image. As long as blindness continues to be understood through the eyes of the 
sighted, it’s impoverished image will continue to serve as the visual sight/site 
upon which ableist anxieties and ocularcentric fears of loss of sight (which is 
inextricably linked to loss of identity, independence, and self-determination) are 
projected. Even more insidious is the idea that blind people themselves share in 
this self-destructive, self-defeating view of themselves.  
                                             
8 Building on Adrienne Rich’s concept of compulsory heterosexuality (1982), 
Robert McRuer defines compulsory able-bodiedness through the following 
analogy: “Like compulsory heterosexuality, then, compulsory able-bodiedness 
functions by covering over, with the appearance of choice, a system in which 
there actually is no choice” (Crip Theory 8).  
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II. Blindness On-Screen in Daniel Ribeiro’s The Way He Looks 
In film, the representation of blindness dates back as far as motion picture 
itself. From the earliest silent films to the feature-length talkies of today, blind 
characters abound. As explored in the previous section, dramatic images of 
blindness prop up ableist and ocularcentric visions of loss and overcoming, 
tragedy and triumph ––both of which gloss over the lived experiences and 
perspectives of blind people. According to Norton, the earliest silent pictures 
trafficked in the (mis) representation of disability ––particularly blindness–– as a 
way of addressing “real” social anxieties related to tramps, or fake beggars. At 
the turn of the twentieth century, an increasingly urban, industrial Western 
society became concerned with so-called “modern” social problems. Early films 
capitalized on the stereotypical image of the blind beggar in order to produce 
what Norton describes as ushering in “one of the more contemptible trends in the 
Cinema of Isolation ––disability as a source of humor” (14-15). In these early 
films, the visual connection between blindness and masquerade is clearly 
established within the technologically based time constraints of the media. As 
convincing commentary on “real” social concerns, these first disability-related 
films served as cautionary tales about who is “really” blind, which is masked over 
or passed off as entertaining (mis) adventures and hilarious moments of slapstick 
comedy. Thus, silent film’s foray into disability imagery marks a critical moment in 
mainstream cinema’s exploitation of “the simple formula involving the first 
gratuitous use of disability” (15). As we will see, this use of blindness as an 
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impoverished image continues to this day. 
Norton goes on to explain how this impoverished image has come to 
define past and present practices of isolation: 
It is somehow fitting that the first round of disability-related movies should 
traffic in fakery, for in a sense subterfuge would characterize the movie 
industry's philosophy and modus operandi for years to come. Not only 
would physically disabled characters be typically played by able-bodied 
actors in subsequent films —a type of fraudulence akin to white actors 
performing in blackface— but their concerns and lifestyles as presented in 
the movies would take on an unreal quality as well. These new levels of 
misrepresentation would soon define the essence of the Cinema of 
Isolation. (Norton 17)  
Despite their “unreal” quality, these stereotyped images are so pervasive that 
they “have become mainstream society’s perception of disabled people and have 
obscured if not outright supplanted disabled people’s perception of themselves” 
(3). In the case of filmic representations of blindness, the practice of isolation 
operates on both material and metaphorical levels. First, blind people never 
really see themselves on screen: they only see sighted actors approximation to 
blindness. Second, and more importantly, the “concerns and lifestyles” of the 
blind person on screen are rarely, if ever, shared by the “real” blind person. 
Taken together, “real” blindness remains outside the scope of mainstream 
cinema in favor of the more widely-accepted ––if not entirely normalized–– view 
of hypothetical blindness. That is, blindness rooted in notions of performance, 
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fakery, and the actor’s ability to convince sighted audiences of cinematic 
approximations of “blind reality” rather than in notions of identification either with 
or against blind characters. In short, the representation of blindness on screen 
continues to be judged with and against the earliest image of the tramp, or fake 
beggar, never straying too far from eliciting conventional reactions of awe and 
pity. 
Building on Norton’s ideas, I argue that the cinematic representation of 
blindness is one of  the most pervasive practices of isolation since it is both 
conceived of and perpetuated by a medium that offers little or no consideration 
for blind people as either participants in the film industry9 or consumers of films. 
A direct result of this double bind is the assumption that the last place one would 
expect to see a blind person would be at the movies. In other words, what are 
seen as “acceptable” or “normal” images of blindness are those that appear on 
screen, not the ones that might be found in the audience or behind the camera. 
As a direct challenge to mainstream cinema’s reinforcement of blindness as an 
impoverished image, Georgina Kleege not only asserts her membership within 
visual culture as a blind movie-goer and art enthusiast, but also lodges a direct 
critique of the sad lot she calls the “movie blind” (Sight 43). Ranging from 
                                             
9 For a great example of how blindness is depicted as an obstacle to filmmaking, 
please refer to Woody Allen’s 2002 film, Hollywood Ending. In what can be read 
as a characteristically ironic twist on his own career, Woody Allen plays a famous 
director who goes psychosomatically blind from the mounting pressure of 
completing his next box office smash. In a reversal of the age-old trope of the 
fake beggar, the successful and wealthy director must sham sight in an effort to 
keep his blindness under wraps. See bibliography for additional details.  
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awkwardly shy to cranky and morose, these exaggerated performances of 
blindness are characterized by an assortment of bug-eyed stares, shielded or 
unfocused gazes, and either superhuman or sub-par orientation and mobility 
skills. As Kleege wryly observes: “if I want to have nightmares I go to movies 
about the blind” (Sight 45). She goes on to offer a number of negative 
stereotypes that have come to define the unrealistic, yet Oscar-worthy 
“performances of blindness.” Kleege’s analysis of films like Wait until Dark and 
Scent of a Woman exist within the critical tradition of other disability studies 
scholars, including Tobin Siebers, Lennard Davis, and Robert McRuer, who have 
linked these highly praised, yet problematic on-screen representations, to the 
longstanding tradition of non-disabled actors playing disabled characters.  
Situated within a broader disability studies framework, Kleege’s “movie 
blind” reinforce conventional narratives that uphold what Stacy Clifford Simplican 
calls the abled/disabled binary (46). Building off the Butlerian concept of gender 
performativity, these narrative and visual iterations of disability work to “calcify 
the difference between abled and disabled identities” (Clifford 47). An analogous 
calcification of blind and sighted identities occurs through performances of what 
Tobin Siebers calls “disability drag” (Disability 114). Similar to Clifford’s 
argument, Sidebars points out that performing disability drag works in favor of the 
ideology of ability by focusing on the role of transformation “into” and “out of” 
playing a disabled character. Harkening back to earlier images of the “fake 
beggar” or the “tramp” with fake disabilities, mainstream cinema continues to 
promote the belief that playing a disabled character on-screen depends more on 
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the physical (cap)abilities of the actor than on questions of accuracy or of 
“convincing” able-bodied audiences of a so-called “disabled reality.” In other 
words, these exaggerated, physically demanding performances serve as a test of 
the able-bodied actor’s “true” potential as a performer and entertainer rather than 
as a realistic representation of a lived reality or a genuine experience. 
The unquestioned cinematic (re)production and reception of congealed 
images of blindness can be attributed to what Johnson Cheu calls mainstream 
cinema’s co-optation of the blind gaze (89). In his essay, “Seeing Blindness On-
Screen: The Blind Female Gaze,” Cheu argues: 
Although many theorists and filmmakers often presume that the Blind 
gaze is nonexistent, they also draw on the Blind gaze to remind views that 
blind characters are different, “othered” from the “normal” able-bodied 
characters in film. (69) 
For Cheu, the quintessential on-screen embodiment of this difference is the co-
opted gaze of the blind female character. In his analysis of Audrey Hepburn’s 
Academy-Award nominated role as Susy in the 1967 film, Wait Until Dark, Cheu 
describes the young, helpless, adventitiously blind female character as, “situated 
between difference and similitude,” noting that her displaced gaze marks “the 
vanishing point of her subjectivity” (71).  
In this view, the blind woman’s doubly-displaced subjectivity stands in 
stark contrast to the emergence of strong female lead characters of the late 
1970’s and 1980’s. In Cheu’s estimation, the perpetuation of stereotypical 
images of blind female characters with weakness, dependence, and visual 
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objectification solidifies the “natural” link between femininity and disability through 
a stagnant, backward-looking gaze towards the on-screen representations of 
female characters, characteristic of films from the 1930’s and 1940’s. Again, the 
presumed absent or incompetent gaze of the blind female character is visually 
linked to a lost or retrospective image of female identity itself. 
In Sight Unseen, Kleege maintains the “natural” link between disability and 
images of “lost” or retroactive femininity through her discussion of blind male 
characters, who are said to function symbolically “as women” on screen in order 
to further the gratuitous link between femininity, disability, and passivity: 
Because blind men in the movies exist as passive objects of speculation 
for both the viewer and the viewer's on-screen surrogate, they perform the 
function that mainstream cinema usually reserves for women: They exist 
to be looked at. They are all spectacle. In treating blind men like women, 
movies reenact the castration that blindness has represented since 
Oedipus. (47-48)  
Taken together, both theorists fail to address the ways in which blindness 
complicates cinematic and theoretical attempts at upholding a well-defined, clear-
cut and visible distinction between sex and gender. As a challenge to these 
approaches, I suggest that the link Cheu establishes between blindness and 
femininity as well as Kleege’s idea that blind male characters are thereby treated 
“like women” on-screen fail to consider how the presence of blindness itself 
complicates any adscription to “natural” (i.e clear or visible) division between 
sex/gender and abled/disabled identity. 
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To further my argument, I turn to Tobin Siebers’ critique of Lacan’s 
parable of gender attuibution, which establishes the sex/gender distinction as two 
separate, clear-cut, and accessible (i.e. visible) destinations. This apparent 
“accessibility”, which I take here to mean “visibility”, of gender attribution is 
complicated through Siebers’ assertion that: 
Disability represents a significant pivot point where the difference between 
sex and gender becomes problematic. Gender in the presence of the 
disabled body does not overlay sex in the typical way because the 
difference between ability and disability trumps the difference between 
Ladies and Gentleman, suppresses the assignment of gender, and denies 
the presence of sexuality. (Disability 174)  
According to this argument, the sex/gender distinction hinges on an image 
of an able body ––especially a sighted one–– whose development of a “healthy” 
gender identity and sexuality depends on overcoming the real or symbolic threat 
of castration. At once the symbolic and physical marker of castration, the 
disabled body serves as, “the problem to which variation in gender identity is the 
answer” (168). As projected on-screen, the “problem” of a character’s blindness 
is both (re) presented and (re) solved through mainstream cinema’s convenient 
and necessary intervention in the construction and rehabilitation of blind identity 
and sexuality. In other words, the careful gaze of the camera as well as the able-
bodied characters work together to rescue the blind character from a potentially 
problematic, if not completely tragic, situation fraught with the anxieties 
surrounding mis-identifications (inevitably linked to notions of blind identity and 
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sexuality) in order to ensure a “healthy” and “well-adjusted” (read: legible, 
accessible, visible, and anxiety-free) gender, sexuality, and (dis)ability identity.  
Then, it is no surprise that, in her discussion of blind male characters, 
Kleege observes: “This must be why movies pay so much attention to blind 
men's sexuality” (Sight 48). For mainstream cinema, blind sexuality is one that 
must be carefully monitored and continually “saved” from the self-inflicted 
wounds through cinematic intervention. In other words, the sexuality of blind 
people is always at risk of being cut off from “normal,” “natural” sexuality. Male or 
female, straight or gay, blind sexuality always runs the risk of failure by way of 
(mis)identification. Put another way, blindness cuts us off from what is believed to 
come “naturally” to our sighted peers. Blindness exposes the perceived 
“naturalness” (i.e. apparentness or visibility) of gender and sexual identity 
through misidentification or, at the very worst, seeing nothing at all.   
In this way, blindness is viewed as an obstacle to the “natural” (i.e. 
ocularcentric) process of self-discovery and identity formation. Thus, cinematic 
intervention on this front works to prop up “feel-good” narratives of self-discovery, 
coming-of-age or coming out by focusing on characters who come-of-age despite 
their blindness. In other words, the character’s on-screen blindness 
problematizes what would otherwise be considered a “natural” process. From this 
perspective, if it weren’t for the positioning of blindness as an obstacle or threat 
to so-called “normal” process of maturation and identity formation, the character’s 
physical and metaphysical transition from one place to another (i.e. public to 
private space, “in” to “out” of the closet) would be unremarkable. As I will 
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demonstrate, the cinematic deployment10 of blindness enables Brazilian director, 
Daniel Ribeiro, to create what has been heralded as a fresh, upbeat take on a 
gay coming-of-age tale. 
Ribeiro’s feature-length debut, The Way He Looks (2014) is based on his 
2010 short, Eu Nao Quero Voltar Sozinho. Despite the addition of a bicycle and 
deletion of some of the more blatant scenes exploiting blindness, the 
foundational plot of a high school love triangle based on a series of 
(mis)identifications remains unchanged. In addition to being Brazil’s entry for best 
foreign-language film at the 2015 Academy Awards, the feature-length version 
built on the success of the short as recipient of the Teddy Award at the 2014 
Berlin Film Festival and the Latin American Film Festival in Vancouver. Both films 
also gained wider recognition at LGBT festivals in San Francisco, New York, and 
Torino. The Teddy Award jury praises the feature as “giving new meaning to the 
old adage, love is blind” (Mango n.p.). However, I argue that it does so at the 
expense of blindness itself.  
Despite the fact that Leonardo’s (Ghilherme Lobo) blindness is praised by 
                                             
10 According to an interview conducted by Philip Schmidt at the 2010 TEDDY 
Awards, Ribeiro describes his deployment of blindness in The Way He Looks in 
order to probe the question of internal or external influences on sexuality. 
According to the director, “Sexuality is so connected to sight and about seeing 
someone that using a blind character would raise the question of where sexuality 
comes from” (Schmidt n.p.). Again, the intersection between disability and 
sexuality is cinematically deployed in an effort to further the perceived division 
between nature/culture vis a vis blindness/sight. These divisions rest on the 
assumption that blindness is somehow “naturally” cut off from cultural influences 
surrounding sexuality and gender expression, provided that these categories 
continue to be read in strictly ocularcentric terms.  
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critics as something Ribeiro’s camera “wisely doesn’t belabor” (Webster C9), I 
argue that blindness plays a key role in the film’s careful construction of both 
private and public displays of Leonardo’s (Leo’s) budding sexuality. As 
(re)presented on-screen, these highly intimate and highly public moments hinge 
upon what Robert McRuer and Anna Mollow describe as the “antithetical” or 
“incongruous” relationship between sex and disability in the popular imagination 
(1). They describe the uncomfortable fit between sex and disability in the 
following way: 
The conjunction is most often the occasion for marginalization or 
marveling: the sexuality of disabled people is typically depicted in terms of 
either tragic deficiency or freakish excess. Pity or fear, in other words, are 
the sensations most often associated with disabilities; more pleasurable 
sexual sensations are generally dissociated from disabled bodies and 
lives. (1)  
As a synthesis of these two extremes, Ribeiro’s camera constructs Leo’s 
blind sexuality as a visual marker of deficiency and excess, which must be 
closely monitored and contained through the corrective gaze of cinematic 
intervention. Beyond Cheu’s concept of co-optation, which presumes the blind 
gaze is non-existent, I argue that the corrective gaze of cinematic intervention 
depends on the paradoxical presence and absence of blindness as a legible 
identity category. On both material and metaphorical levels, blindness works to 
insulate ocularcentric notions of identity and subject formation from the risk of 
disintegration. As Anna Mollow points out in her reading of anti-social or anti-
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relational strands of queer theory through the lens of disability studies: 
what stabilizes and gives coherence to the subject is in a sense disabling 
(metaphorically "blind" for Edelman, literally "dysfunctional" for Bersani) 
and yet, paradoxically, that these disabling congealments of identity serve 
as defenses against a more radically disintegrating force, which I have 
been calling the disability drive, in which sexuality and disability begin to 
merge. (299)  
With both metaphorical and material threats of blindness in mind, Ribeiro’s 
camera works tirelessly to insulate itself and the “true” (i.e. legible) identities of its 
characters from falling down the rabbit hole that would result from taking severely 
disabled or disabling forms of blind identity seriously. Thus, the camera’s 
universalizing, corrective focus on blindness as the ultimate obstacle to identity 
formation and sexual development encourages the scrutiny, containment, and 
corrective vision of what has the potential to result in a tragically deficient or 
freakishly excessive image that threatens ocularcentric notions of identity and 
sexuality. The mutually exclusive categories of disability (blindness more 
specifically) and sex are maintained through Leo’s continual interactions with 
sighted characters who are capable of carrying out Ribeiro’s goal of identity 
preservation and celebration through cinematic intervention on the front line of 
blindness. 
The most notable on-screen display of Leo’s budding sexuality is set in the 
bathroom of the family home in suburban Sao Palo. This scene occurs after Leo 
spends the day talking with his longtime friend, Giovanna (Tess Amorin), whose 
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desire for her own “great love” sparks in him what is meant to be an intimate 
contemplation of his own desires, including his first kiss. The first of two key 
scenes set in the bathroom space of the family home is centered around a tight 
shot of Leo in the shower, facing away from the stream and kissing his own 
reflection on the wall of the shower stall. In my analysis of this highly intimate, yet 
highly visible scene of Leo’s blind sexuality, I hope to demonstrate analogies 
between queer and disabled identities, as reflected in the image of the closet, fail 
in their attempt to paint an image of equality between disabled and queer 
identities at the expense of acknowledging key differences in the way closets are 
both materially and metaphorically constructed.  
In his analysis of failed private space in Lombardi’s film, No as lo digas a 
nadie, Marcus Welsh explores how the private, yet shared, bathroom and 
bedroom spaces that comprise the family home fail to function as a private or 
protected space for the film’s protagonist, Joaquín Camino. According to Welsh’s 
reading of Eve Kosofsky Sdegewick, the closet metaphor functions based on the 
simultaneous visibility and invisibility, presence and absence, of queer sexuality. 
In this framework, what is assumed to be the “private” spaces of the home 
“become a space where one feels criticized, observed, watched, and unsafe” 
(66). Thus, the dichotomy of invisibility and hypervisibility of queer sexuality are 
challenged by the presence of blindness. In other words, the ways in which Leo’s 
blindness functions in the home transform the metaphor of being “in” or “out” of 
the closet into a literal one physically and visually locating Leo’s blindness as 
necessarily “out” of the closet while locating his homosexuality as necessarily 
  79 
“inside” the closet. 
From a disability studies perspective, Tobin Siebers acknowledged 
Sedgwick’s definition on the closet as “the place of shame in gay culture” 
(Disability 163). The metaphor depends on the image of an able-body with 
immediate access to such a space, while the disabled body is shamelessly 
exposed. In Sieber’s view, the closet metaphor functions under the assumption 
that all bodies have equal access to a seamless mobility into and out of public 
and private spaces. In Sieber’s words: “it is not always obvious that ‘coming out’ 
is about movement from one place to another. This movement is not always 
metaphorical. It also depends on access and mobility” (Disability Theory 163). 
Thus, for Ribeiro’s blind teen, what is often seen as the protected, private, and 
shameful space of the closet becomes a highly visible and openly-contested 
physical and discursive site. Through a simultaneous display and denial of 
privacy, with the bathroom space serving as the sight/site of failed private space, 
Ribeiro furthers the narrative that Leo’s coming out is both threatened by and 
dependent upon the (hyper)visibility of blindness. More specifically, the 
character’s on-screen blindness is diegetically constructed as both an unfair 
advantage as well as an obstacle to his movement into and out of the closet. In 
her discussion of invisible disabilities, Ellen Samuels describes these challenges 
to the closet metaphor as exposing the discursive and material limits that serves 
as critical moments in which “Passing, closeting, and coming out become vexed 
issues that strain at the limitations of the discourse meant to describe them” (“My 
body” 236).  
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From this scene forward, the camera encourages the visual scrutiny and 
surveillance of Leo’s blind sexuality by other characters on-screen as well as 
audience members. Since Leo’s blindness lends itself to his either erasure or 
exposure of his homosexuality, we come to understand his disability as the 
ultimate threat to privacy and dignity that are dependent on a clear-cut distinction 
between being “in” or “out” of the closet in any definitive way. In short, Leo’s 
sexuality is seen as something that is out of his control and merits our attention 
as viewers as well as merits the on-screen intervention of other characters. As 
we will see, this intervention into blind sexuality can either be positive or 
negative, but it is seen as integral to Leo’s “coming out” process. 
In this way, blindness not only upsets the image of seamless movement 
between public and private space, it also emphasizes the need for sighted 
intervention in order to move successfully from one space to another in the 
coming-out narrative. Initially, Leo’s mobility is facilitated almost exclusively 
through his longtime friend, Giovanna, who guides him to and from school. More 
than just a dedicated and caring friend, Giovanna serves as a conduit for Leo’s 
successful negotiation between private and public space. The repetition of the 
moments when Leo hands over the gate key to Giovanna reinforces her role as a 
literal and metaphorical gatekeeper ––ushering Leo into and out of public and 
private (as well as metaphorically and material constructed) spaces under the 
guise of presumed or preferred able-bodiedness and heteronormativity. 
Leo’s social and sexual mobility shift dramatically as he gets to know 
Gabrielle, a new student from the rural town of Itapira, Sao Palo. However, it 
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turns out to be Leo who experiences an expansion of what we come understand 
to be his limited educational, musical, and social horizons after pairing up to work 
on a school project. Of course, Leo’s self-image management and seamless 
movement from one place to another turn out to be the “real” project at hand. 
Teaching a blind person about what is assumed to be vision-dependent 
phenomena like a solar eclipse, dancing, and film are typically read as warm, 
heartfelt examples of homosocial bonding that further the build-up to the 
(anti)climatic kiss scenes and the eventual coming out of the two teens at school. 
Besides driving the romantic storyline forward, Gabrielle’s interaction with Leo at 
the movies, at camp, and bike riding through the streets of Sao Paulo assure the 
audience that sighted intervention is an effective and desirable strategy for 
managing blind self-image and sexual awareness. Thus, characters like Gabrielle 
and Giovanna (and, to a lesser extent, Leo’s father) if they are not, as Kleege 
suggests, “the film’s true protagonist[s]” (48), then they are certainly the film’s 
heroes. In this way, the feel-good coming of-age tale is upheld in the face of 
mounting family melodrama through the intervention of sighted characters who, 
“reassure the viewer by taking charge of this walking-talking castration symbol 
and diluting the horror he provokes” (Sight 48). This is particularly evident in the 
second bathroom space scene leading up to Leo attending a house party, in 
which Leo’s father engages in Leo’s self-image management by helping him 
shave. While this scene can be read as a touching moment of father-son 
bonding, I argue that the father’s control of the dialogue while the razor is at his 
son’s neck suggests something more sinister. The practice of isolation in this 
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scene reinforces the father’s physical and discursive control over his son as he 
capitalizes on his son’s silence in order to encourage him to reconsider his 
decision to pursue a study abroad program in the United States.  
In comparison to these scenes of movement, growth, and self-image 
management through one-on-one homosocial bonding, the isolated, 
impoverished image of blind sexuality is gradually replaced with a more 
palatable, manageable image of blindness. In other words, Leo’s own desire for 
independence and exploration that manifests itself in his interest in a study 
abroad program is supplanted by his relationship with Gabrielle who brings the 
outside world to Leo. Again, the need for a conduit or gatekeeper is the 
overarching theme of Leo’s relationships with both Giovanna and Gabrielle, 
thereby rendering an independent desire to explore the world irrelevant or 
immaterial to Riberio’s take on the coming-of-age tale.  
Consistent with the practice of isolation, the film makes it a point to show 
the dangerous or negative consequences that result from leaving blindness 
exposed to the ableist and heterosexist threats posed by greater society. Of 
course, the scenes that take place in the public school environment serve as a 
microcosm of mainstream society. The public school setting serves as the 
backdrop for key moments where sighted intervention fails or disappears and 
blindness is left to fend for itself. Naturally, Leo is depicted as ill-equipped, 
oblivious, or otherwise uninformed about the harassment, leaving audience 
members to pity, sympathize with, or feel embarrassed for the defenseless blind 
character. Again, Leo’s independent interactions in the public school setting 
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render him both susceptible to violence and mockery, thereby reinforcing the 
need for gatekeepers, companions, and protection rather than for assertiveness, 
resourcefulness and self-sufficiency.  
This cautionary tale of untethered blindness takes shape in the brief, yet 
highly significant, instances in which Leo is shown independently navigating the 
school campus with a white cane. As the most widely recognized symbol for 
blindness, the white cane is the principal tool used by blind people around the 
world for independent travel and/or identification purposes. However, Ribeiro’s 
initial emphasis on the well-established sighted guide routine with Giovanna 
works to emphasize the moment Leo’ is shown venturing off alone with his white 
cane as a break in routine, which renders Leo vulnerable. Thus, it is predictable 
that, in the moments where Leo is exercising the greatest amount of 
independence, especially as it relates to movement and mobility, he is left the 
most vulnerable. Leo’s independence at school leads almost directly to 
encounters with bullies who make a visual spectacle of his blindness by blocking 
his path. While Randy Cordova suggests that “There are no villains in the movie” 
arguing that, “even the school bully is treated more as young and uninformed 
rather than a genuine threat” (n.p.), I would point out that this reading upholds 
ableist stereotypes regarding the “naturalness” or “authenticity” of bullies in a 
story involving a blind character. When blindness and bullying are seen as 
natural rather than as genuine threats, it simply furthers the unspoken ableist 
assumptions that independent blind people (as opposed to the “movie blind) are 
the “real” or “genuine” threats to both themselves and greater society. A detailed 
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exploration of the visual representation of blindness as a threat will be explored 
next. 
 Leo’s lack of control over his own self-image comes to the fore during a 
party thrown by his classmate, Carina. Gabrielle extends his own invitation to 
Leo, who is not directly invited to the party. Nevertheless, the class bully 
capitalizes on Leo’s presence by inviting him to play spin the bottle. While 
Giovanna and Gabrielle are talking in another room, Leo reluctantly accepts the 
invitation, taking advantage of the single instance where Leo is made to feel like 
he is being included with his peers. Prior to this scene, Leo is shown in the same 
classroom as his peers, but is singled out as a disturbance through the use of a 
Perkins brailler to take notes, which makes enough noise to render Leo the butt 
of every joke. The clunky, noisy machine, similar to that of a mechanical 
typewriter, combined with a panache for classical music, works to spatially and 
temporally isolate Leo from his contemporaries. Once again, Leo’s inclusion in 
the game signals a break in routine from the cycle of ostracization and 
harassment that sets the stage for a second cautionary tale regarding Leo’s 
sexual and social inclusion. In other words, what is set up to look like a move 
towards inclusion simply opens the door for a more insidious form of sexual and 
social ostracization through a direct manipulation of Leo’s blindness. This scene 
stands in direct contrast to the one-on-one experiences of Leo’s homosocial 
bonding with Gabrielle, emphasizing the need for special attention rather than 
group interaction in Leo’s identity development. During his turn in the spin the 
bottle game, Leo experiences the negative consequences of being included in an 
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ableist and heterosexist society by having his opportunity for a first kiss eclipsed 
through the manipulation of Carina’s dog, Cupcake, instead of Marta, as Leo’s 
potential partner.  
In this way, Leo’s blind sexuality is transformed into a public spectacle, 
that reinforces the idea that blind sexuality is both sub-human and unsightly. 
Leo’s sexual and social “otherness” is confirmed when Giovanna walks in on the 
set-up and rescues Leo (as well as the audiences on and off-screen) from the 
dangers posed by what is visually constructed as Leo’s self-effacing tendency 
towards misidentification and misrecognition of the (im)possibility of his own 
sexual and social inclusion.  
Thus, the dangers of Leo’s potential misreading of a potentially shameful 
or embarrassing situation reinforce the need for one-on-one, sighted intervention 
in order to ensure Leo’s blind sexuality finds its rightful place in the coming-out 
narrative. In this way, Giovanna’s protection (which can be viewed as a friendlier 
and more public extension of Leo’s mother’s own overprotectiveness) proves 
critical, since it saves Leo (as well as audience members and critics) from having 
to publicly defend him (self) as a blind person. At the same time, this critical 
moment of sighted intervention drives the feel-good narrative towards its ultimate 
goal of fostering a more meaningful (i.e. legible) romantic involvement with 
Gabrielle. With this human-human (as opposed to the human-animal) pairing, the 
happy ending of the gay teen love story is saved from the risks open to the 
misadventures and misidentifications associated with uncontrolled blind sexuality 
and identity development. 
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III. Blindness as Assemblage in Habitar la oscuridad 
Similar to Garland-Thomson’s reading of “Blind Beggars,” visual 
representations of blindness depend on the interplay of opposing images of 
extreme disadvantage (i.e. poverty, asexuality, undesirability dysfunction) or 
unfair advantage (i.e. excessive power, hypersexuality, extrasensory perception). 
As Kleege notes, the primacy of sighted intervention depends on the equation of 
blindness with extreme forms of difference: “The blind are either supernatural or 
subhuman, alien or animal. We are not only different but dangerous” (Sight 28, 
my emphasis). To demonstrate this point I turn to a discussion of the following 
photograph by Marco Antonio Cruz. 
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Compared to Ribeiro’s isolated and shy blind teen, this image can be read as its 
inverse. While dependence and low self-esteem characterize Ribeiro’s take on the 
“movie blind,” Cruz’s camera seems to capture a contradictory image of blindness 
as granting a cyborgian form of superhuman power or extrasensory control over 
one’s immediate enviornment. While Leo serves as the cinematic function of the 
  88 
“sweet innocent” (Norton 63) or blind ingenue,11 Cruz’s attractive, confident, blind 
female embodies the analogous image of the “saintly sage” (Norton 131). In the 
context of Cruz’s photo book, this image stands out as a sight to behold rather than 
one to be pitied, transformed, or pushed aside. In a cinematic context, Norton 
identifies both the sweet innocent and saintly sage as two sides of the same coin, 
with the sweet innocent representing the promise of a happy ending, while 
“filmmakers endow the Sage with the ability to ‘see’ (i.e., understand) things that 
sighted people do not” (Norton 131). In the above image, the notion of second sight 
takes on a literal or material form through the guide dog. Through the lens of the 
saintly sage stereotype, the human-animal relationship is easily misread as a 
substitution for the corrective gaze of sighted intervention. In other words, if cure 
or correction of the unsightly image of blindness is not possible, then upholding the 
myths of intuition and second sight are explanation enough for what sighted 
onlookers view as the remarkable or overcorrected image of blindness.  
On this point, Kleege reminds us that both sub- and superhuman images 
of blindness stem from a primal fear of the dark, reminiscent of Plato’s cave: 
Fear of blindness leads naturally to fear of the blind. The competent and 
independent blind pose a particular threat to the sighted, and they can't 
                                             
11 According to Norton, the image of the sweet innocent emerged as the favorite 
character type of the North American film director, W.D. Griffith, who capitalized 
on blind characters as the vehicle through which he explored the competing 
concepts of human virtue and vice. According to Norton, “Griffith was fascinated 
by the general ingenue type, he found a blind one absolutely irresistible, the 
pinnacle of purity, as far as he was concerned —and used Orphans of the Storm 
[1921] as an extended forum for propagating his disability views to a mostly 
receptive audience” (64). 
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refrain from comment. Every blind person is familiar with the praise. “You 
manage so well,” the sighted coo. They go into raptures over the simplest 
tasks. (27) 
In Cruz’s image, this highly-dramatized view of blindness is on display in 
an effort to heighten the emotional resonance that sighted onlookers attribute to 
the carrying out of everyday tasks “in the dark.” The act of descending a 
staircase takes on a particular emotional resonance. As Elsaesser notes in his 
discussion of melodrama, the image of the staircase is significant in the mise-en-
scène, especially when the director wants to create a sense of emotional rise and 
fall on the part of the spectator. Elsaesser describes these moments of emotional 
tension as that which “punctuates a good many melodramas ––almost invariably 
played out against the vertical axis of a staircase (453). Thus, the vertical axis of 
the staircase creates a sense of heightened emotion, which is precisely its 
function in this image ––to showcase the beauty as well as the danger, horror, or 
eminent threat posed by the young, attractive student and her guide dog.  
Adding to the spectacle is the presence of the well-trained dog leading the 
way. It is at this point where the question of mobility and control over one’s 
identity reemerges. While Ribeiro’s character is depicted as wholly dependent on 
sighted intervention, Cruz’s image focuses on what appears to be representative 
of complete independence and self-sufficiency. Nevertheless, there is no middle 
ground for visual representations of blind people outside of the impoverished 
images that provoke pity or fear.  
This image is significant in the way that it challenges the universally 
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recognized symbol of blindness (as evidenced in the white cane) through a focus 
on the importance of a human-animal relationship. Moving beyond the reading of 
second sight, the guide dog team can be read through the Deleuzian concept of 
agencement, or assemblage. As Margrit Sholdrick’s work on this theme 
suggests, the dramatic image of confidence and independence can also be read 
through a critical disability studies perspective as an image of disability that 
works “to exemplify the excessive supplementarity that disorders the comforting 
image of the sovereign subject of modernity” (21). In other words, while this 
image can be read as evidence of the stereotyped images of the “saintly sage” 
(Norton 32), “supercrip” (Claire, Exile 2), or “civilian superstar” (Norton 29), 
Shodrick challenges viewers to consider the macro- and micro-level processes 
(also referred to as molar and molecular operations, respectively) that function in 
what Judith Butler would call iterative or performative ways to produce the a 
temporally-dependent snapshot or freeze-frame of overcoming, independence. In 
Sholdrick’s words, this “moment of glory” is subsequently put on public display at 
events such as the Paralympic Games.  
The athlete’s body neither ends at the skin, nor expresses solely her 
incorporation of a specific external prosthesis. Indeed, the body can no 
longer be thought as natural, distinct, or universal, but only in terms of its 
permeability —the demarcation of inside and outside becomes 
increasingly meaningless— and of process. It is at most a relational 
artifact beyond singular identification; the athlete-as-event. (20) 
In this context, I am particularly interested in Shodrick’s brief reference to human-
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animal relations as an example of assemblage. This perspective can allow us, as 
spectators, to look more critically at the moments when the guide dog fails to be 
identified as such, as well as the moments in which the dog’s handler fails to be 
read as blind. In other words, by acknowledging the permeability of identity that 
the human-animal relationship permits, we can begin to think about the moments 
in which material, spatial, and temporal interactions succeed or fail to produce 
legible identities. In this way, the human and animal are seen as intertwined in a 
continual process of becoming that is contingent upon the discursive, spatial, and 
temporal limits of each encounter. 
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CHAPTER 3 
BEING BLIND: GUADALUPE NETTEL, PAZ ERRÁZURIZ, AND GERARDO 
NIGENDA 
La major manera de conservar el color de las 
flores es guardarlas en la memoria. Pero no te 
confies, lo más probable es que también ahí se 
te marchiten. 
 
GUADALUPE NETTEL, El huésped 
  
 
I. Photography and Memory in “Ptosis” by Guadalupe Nettel and 
“Blindness II” by Paz Errázuriz 
 
In her book, Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan Sontag explores the 
limits of remembering through photography,  
The problem is not that people remember through photographs, but that 
they remember only the photographs. This remembering through 
photographs eclipses other forms of understanding, and remembering (70, 
my emphasis).  
Sontag cites the American invasion of Nazi concentration camps as a prime 
example of the ways in which the photographic record –to which I would add 
visual media in general12 ––distorts our memory of Nazi Germany. More 
                                             
12 To expand on Sontag’s example, I would include the first filmic record of Nazi 
concentration camps. According to a 2015 article in Telegraph News, the British 
government commissioned the project, under the direction of the Imperial War 
Museum, in 1945. Produced by Sidney Bernstein and directed/edited by Alfred 
Hitchcock, the footage was shelved for over 70 years due to the country’s 
changing political climate. In 2014, the documentary film, Night Will Fall, was 
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specifically, Sontag notes the elusiveness of images that pretend to document 
the reality “inside” the camps, given the fact that a visual record of the so-called 
“inside” was not available until the “outside” (i.e. American troops and 
photojournalists) went “in.” Using Sontag’s reflections as a guide, I will explore 
the link between images and memory as reflected in Guadalupe Nettel’s short 
story, “Ptosis,” and a portrait by Chilean photographer Paz Errázuriz. In their 
respective narrative and visual contexts, both works exemplify how images 
function in both supplementary and complementary ways to approach a 
(mis)understanding of what it means to see and to be seen differently. 
In my analysis of these two works, I will demonstrate how the narrative 
constructed around photography as well as photography itself further Sontag’s 
assertion that, “To remember is, more and more, not to recall a story but to be 
able to call up a picture” (70). With this in mind, I will show how images obscure 
rather than inform our understanding ––including our memory–– of what it means 
to be blind. As Kleege makes clear in her discussion of vision as akin to the 
photographic metaphor of “point and shoot”: 
The sighted can be so touchingly naive about vision. They apparently 
believe that the brain stays out of it. Or at best, they extend the camera 
metaphor and envision a tiny self seated inside the skull, passively 
watching images as they are projected on a movie screen, then pushing 
                                             
released to coincide with the anniversary of the liberation of the concentration 
camps. The documentary’s title refers to lines from the film’s final scene: “Unless 
the world learns the lessons these pictures teach, night will fall” (quoted in 
Whitehead, n.p.)  
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the buttons and pulling the levers that will make the body respond 
appropriately. (Sight 96) 
Considering this metaphor, I would like to extend Sontag’s argument in order to 
suggest that to see something, especially through the medium of photography, is 
not the same as understanding. In this light, I hope to deconstruct the sensory 
metaphor at work in the adage, “I see, says the blind man,” in order to show how 
blindness itself might serve a productive purpose in distinguishing the 
psychological or chemical process of seeing from the perceptual act of 
understanding. As Sontag makes clear, understanding is better achieved through 
narrative rather than through images. In her words, “Narratives can make us 
understand. Photographs do something else: they haunt us” (71). In order to 
explore the power of narrative to bridge the gap between seeing and 
understanding, it is at this juncture that I turn to Nettel’s work of autobiographical 
fiction, El huésped, and the photography-narratives of Gerardo Nigenda as two 
unique entry points for understanding blind identity and experience as a rich 
(instead of an impoverished) perceptual experience that extends beyond (or, 
perhaps more literally, behind) the two-dimensional plane of the image.  
Guadalupe Nettel’s short story, “Ptosis,”13 employs a frame narrative detailing 
the pseudo-professional life of a 30-something high school dropout turned 
apprentice at his father’s medical photography studio in Paris. While retracing on 
what he describes as his father’s humble beginnings as a young photographer, 
                                             
13 “Ptosis” opens Nettel’s debut collection of short stories, Pétalos y otras 
historias incómodas. See bibliography for additional details. 
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the narrator focalizes on three framed images on display in his father’s studio. He 
describes them as: “un puente medieval, una gitana tendiendo ropa junto a su 
remolque o una escultura expuesta en el jardín de Luxemburgo, con la que ganó 
un premio juvenil en la ciudad de Rennes” (14). As if the images amounted to 
appropriate credentials or evidence of his father’s qualifications, the narrator 
adds, “Basta verlas para saber que, en una época muy lejana, el viejo tenía 
talento” (14). These initial details reveal a key ideological premise on the role 
photography ––and images in general–– play in the act of recuperating or 
remembering the past in order to neatly insert it into the present moment. In the 
case of the three framed photographs, which are inserted into the “present” of the 
narrative, each one flattens, crops, or otherwise distorts the event, person, or 
place being depicted in favor of conserving or preserving the narrator’s image (as 
reflected in his narrative approximation) of his father as a young, talented 
photographer. In a similar way, the “before “ and “after” photographs of Dr. 
Ruellan’s patients function more as a visual testament to his talent as a surgeon 
rather than a reflection of the physical, emotional, or psychological transformation 
of his patients.   
In both medical and artistic settings photography the clear-cut distinction 
between the temporal models of “before” and “after” or “past” and “present” are 
complicated by the narrative (re)construction or remembering of the images on 
display. In other words, the images prop up and support certain forms of 
remembering while obfuscating or outright denying other ways of remembering 
these snapshots in time. This idea is confirmed when the narrator adds “Mi padre 
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también conserva en sus paredes obras de factura más reciente” (15) one of 
which takes the form of memento mori, depicting “el rostro de un niño muy bello 
que murió en el quirófano de Ruellan (un problema de anesthesia)” (15). The 
narrator goes on to offer a detailed description of the chiaroscuro, or play of light, 
on the boy’s face, departing from a strictly clinical orientation to the image of the 
patient: “cuyo cuerpo resplandece en la mesa de operaciones, bañado por una 
luz muy clara, casi celestial, que entra de manera oblicua por una de las 
ventanas” (15). Compared to what the narrator describes as run-of-the-mill 
“before” and “after” photographs of Dr. Ruellan’s patients this image stands out 
as extending beyond the call of duty of a medical photographer, revealing now 
livelihoods and memories are made at the expense of others. As Sontag makes 
clear: 
Photographs of the suffering and martyrdom of a people are more than 
reminders of death, of failure, of victimization. They invoke the miracle of 
survival. To aim at the perpetuation of memories means, inevitably, that 
one has undertaken the task of continually renewing, of creating, 
memories—aided, above all, by the impress of iconic photographs. People 
want to be able to visit —and refresh— their memories. (Regarding n.p.)  
In this way, the narrator’s incorporation of photographs into his narrative account 
demonstrate the self-edifying ––if not completely narcissistic–– role photographs 
play in one’s recollection of past events. More than anything else, these images 
work to inform and support the narrator’s point of view, including his own 
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positionality, within (and, in some cases outside14 of) the events he describes. 
The narrative’s construction around photography like the one noted above as a 
site/sight of remembering sets the stage for the narrator’s narrative (re)collection 
or (re)construction of his own brief, yet morally complex, relationship with one of 
Dr. Ruellan’s patients.  
Similar to the photographs that define his father’s career, the narrator’s 
own interest in photography is defined less by inspiration and more by an 
impulse to take photos, “no de paisajes o puentes como hizo alguna vez mi viejo, 
sino de párpados insólitos que de cuando en cuando detecto entre la multitud” 
(16). He goes on to define this fetishistic photographic eye as stemming from an 
early fascination with eyelids, which are described as: “Esa parte del cuerpo que 
he visto desde la infancia, y por la que jamás he sentido ni un atisbo de 
hartazgo, me resulta fascinante. Exhibida y oculta de manera intermitente”(15). 
Characteristic of the moral taboo associated with fetish, what is initially described 
as a “natural” attraction or fascination just as easily transforms itself into 
something abominable or repulsive. This negative image of the narrator’s 
fascination takes shape in his discussion of some of the drawbacks of working in 
                                             
14 A brief example in which the narrator uses photography as a way of 
positioning his father outside of the event being photographed occurs when the 
narrator describes the frequency of medical errors. Despite his acknowledgement 
that,“nadie, ni siquiera él [Dr. Ruellan] es perfecto” (“Ptosis” 14) the narrator 
makes it clear that, “mi padre no tiene la culpa de los errores médicos” (“Ptosis” 
14). As a challenge to the social model’s wholesale rejection of the role of 
medicine in the lives of people with disabilities, I urge disability studies scholars 
to take a second look at the role of medical photography’s influence on how we 
look at or look past the role medicine plays in (re)imagining the impaired-disabled 
subject. 
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the filed of medical photography. Most notably, one drawback involves 
transforming his fascination with photographing eyelids into a mechanical chore: 
“Los párpados que llegan hasta aquí son casi todos horribles, cuando no causan 
malestar, dan lástima. No es gratuito que sus dueños prefieran operarse” (16). 
With his gaze caught in the cycle of endless repetition, the narrator describes the 
patients bearing the physical “mark or “scar” of the physician’s intervention on “el 
sello inconfundible de los pacientes operados por el doctor Ruellan, esa tribu de 
mutantes” (20).  
Not surprisingly, the train of thought produced by this mechanical routine 
is broken by the presence of a young, female patient whose condition, ptosis, is 
reflected in the story’s title. Similar to blindness, ptosis can have either biological 
(including biochemical) or external causes, both of which result in the drooping or 
uneven appearance of the eyelids. However, the patient’s youth and beauty 
seem to separate her from the rest of the clientele that pass through the studio. 
The narrator’s initial impression of the patient –heretofore referred to as “la joven” 
–is focalized in the following lines: 
Su párpado izquierdo estaba unos tres milímetros más cerrado que el 
derecho. Ambos tenían una mirada soñadora, pero el izquierdo mostraba 
una sensualidad anormal, parecía pesarle. Al mirarla me embargó una 
sensación curiosa, una suerte de inferioridad placentera que suelo 
experimentar frente a las mujeres excesivamente bellas. (16) 
This attraction to the patient’s excessive beauty as reflected in her asymmetrical 
appearance situates the narrator’s focalization in a long tradition of depicting 
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illness, deformity, and disability in romantic terms. In her book Illness as 
Metaphor, Susan Sontag describes the trajectory of illness as literary trope 
following way:  
the images that collected around the disease one can see emerging a 
more or less narcissistic form. Sickness was a way of making people 
“interesting”– which is how “romantic” was originally defined. (30) 
Following in this tradition, the excessive image of the visibly different or deviant 
body is rendered less intimidating through its romanticization in photography and 
literature. This flattening of reality is reflected in the excessive amount of 
photographs taken by the narrator in an attempt to capture this initial description 
of the patient’s gaze.  
In the hands of the narrator rather than in those of the expert physician, the 
photographs transcend their original status as medical photography and become 
pornographic. Expanding on a feminist perspective, particularly that of Catherine 
MacKinnon, on this point Susan Sontag asserts: “All images that display the 
violation of an attractive body are, to a certain degree, pornographic. But images 
of the repulsive can also allure” (6). It is this alluring or seductive quality of visible 
physical difference on display in the photographs of the young boy as well as the 
female patient that allow the images to acquire a pornographic dimension. 
Sontag goes on to cite the well-known example of gawkers at the scene of a car 
wreck to illustrate what she calls “the wish to see something gruesome” (6), while 
at the same time, acknowledging, “Calling such wishes ‘morbid’ suggests a rare 
aberration, but the attraction to such sights is not rare, and is a perennial source 
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of inner torment” (6). According to Nettel, “Ptosis” and the other short stories that 
comprise the collection work on individual and collective levels to highlight such 
obsessions and personal torments as part of the human experience. In an 
interview with Emily Hind, the author explains:   
como todos los seres humanos, […] tenemos ese tipo de cosas que 
quisiéramos ocultar de los demás, pero personas con tics o con manías o 
cosas raras nos reflejan nuestras propias rarezas y entonces ahí decimos: 
"Qué incomodidad". (333) 
For the story’s narrator, his own personal flaws or shortcomings are exposed 
through his retelling of his final encounter with the patient outside of his father’s 
studio. The pair spend the afternoon eating ice cream, listening to an orchestra, 
and walking along the bank of the Seine, all of which culminates in what the 
narrator descries as a romantic encounter. Without a camera at his disposal, the 
narrator makes continual reference to his failed attempts at conserving the 
memory of the patient’s asymmetrical appearance prior to Ruellan’s intervention. 
During their sexual encounter, the narrator’s focalization of the patient’s eyelids 
as fetishized object is at its height:   
Le besé los dos párpados una y otra vez y, cuando me cansé de hacerlo, 
le pedí que no cerrara los ojos para seguir disfrutando de esos tres 
milímetros suplementarios de párpado, esos tres milímetros de 
voluptuosidad desquiciante. (22-23) 
His desire to preserve this memory is so strong that he begs the patient not to go 
through with the surgery: “le rogué que no se operara, que se quedara conmigo, 
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así, como era en ese momento.” (23). However, the patient’s decision to 
normalize her appearance is interpreted by the narrator to be the ultimate threat 
to his own desire. As the narrator makes clear in his justification for not visiting 
the patient in her post-operative state:  
lo habría hecho de no haber habido tanto en juego: mis recuerdos, mis 
imágenes de esos ojos que, de haberlos visto después, idénticos a los de 
todos los pacientes del doctor Ruellan, habrían desaparecido de mi 
memoria (24).  
From this nostalgic and equally narcissistic point of view, photography plays a 
critical role in the narrative act of (re)membering and visually reconstructing an 
image of the patient’s imperfections . At the same time that the patient’s desire to 
normalize her appearance can be read as equally narcissistic, more importantly, 
her desire threatens to erase or cut off the narrator from the possibility of his own 
desire. Once again, Dr. Ruellan serves as a convenient scapegoat for the threat 
of both physical and psychological wounding the patient’s choice represents: 
“como si de alguna forma su escalpelo también me hubiera mutilado” (24). 
In this way, photography serves a similar function to pornography by 
substituting or standing in for what is otherwise impossible or unachievable in the 
real world. In other words, the old photographs work to satisfy the narrator’s 
quest to preserve his own distorted self-image over space and time vis-à-vis the 
memory of the young patient. The fantasy (re)presented by this photography 
works at the expense of seeing something else. As Nettel makes clear, this story 
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is a prime example of the ways in which “Nos pone nerviosos ver justamente eso 
que no queremos ver de nosotros en otras personas” (Hind 333). 
A photograph that offers a similar meditation on seeing, memory, and desire is 
the image titled “Blindness II” by Chilean photographer Paz Errázuriz. This image 
forms part of the series “Impediments of the Gaze” (20) which, in addition to this 
photograph, includes three portraits of individual students as well as one exterior 
and one interior shot of Chile’s National Institute for the Blind. The image 
depicted above stands out in the collection as the only portrait of a pair of 
students, reminiscent of photographs by Errázuriz in El infarto del alma (1994), a 
collaborative work with Chilean writer Diamela Eltit.   
In the above portrait, a young man in a collared shirt rests his chin on the 
left shoulder of a young woman, who is positioned in the center of the 
photographic frame in front of him. Despite the fact the frame appears to be set 
up for the woman’s portrait, her eyes are closed. Deprived of what might be 
called the expected or anticipated gaze, our eyes move over her shoulder to her 
partner’s gaze. While the composition of the image instructs our gaze to center 
on the woman, our eyes are drawn off center and nearly out of the frame in order 
to meet the unexpected or unanticipated gaze of the man, whose left eye 
displays a visible visual impairment as reflected in the clouded and discolored 
lens. 
  




  104 
In the above portrait, a young man in a collared shirt rests his chin on the left 
shoulder of a young woman, who is positioned in the center of the photographic 
frame in front of him. Despite the fact the frame appears to be set up for the 
woman’s portrait, her eyes are closed. Deprived of what might be called the 
expected or anticipated gaze, our eyes move over her shoulder to her partner’s 
gaze. While the composition of the image instructs our gaze to center on the 
woman, our eyes are drawn off center and nearly out of the frame in order to 
meet the unexpected or unanticipated gaze of the man, whose left eye displays a 
visible visual impairment as reflected in the clouded and discolored lens.  
This image offers a meditation on looking at blindness as well as looking 
blind. While the man’s visible disability is at risk of being cropped out of the 
image, the fact that it is included forces viewers to confront its uncomfortable 
presence instead of looking at what the composition might have framed as the 
focal point of the photograph. By showing what would normally be cropped out or 
overlooked if we had access to the woman’s gaze, offers an unexpected or 
unanticipated portrait of visible physical difference that avoids the traditional 
tropes of exaggeration, fetishization, or trivialization as a representational 
strategy. The instantaneous, nearly accidental representation of blindness 
reveals the precarious nature of photography itself, exposing rather than masking 
over the flaws and uncertainties associated with visually representing blindness 
for itself, rather than for the protection or pleasure of sighted audiences.   
By allowing us to meet the blind gaze at his level and on his own terms we 
are able to confront visible physical difference ––including blindness itself–– 
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head on rather than at a distance or from a prefabricated point of view. 
Conversely, the fact that the blind or visually impaired man is granted the power 
of the gaze in this image grants him the possibility of looking back at his 
observers –granting him the possibility of a gaze that might be presumed absent 
or incompetent in a conventional context. While the closed eyes and inaccessible 
gaze of the woman can be read as the retrospective gaze of memory and 
metaphorical blindness, the young man’s accessible and active gaze offers a 
direct challenge to notions of “looking blind” ––moving beyond the stereotyped 
images of the blank stare, blind eye. In this case, the romanticized view of the 
unengaged, oblivious blind eye is replaced with a view of literal blindness as 
reflected in the cloudy cornea of the man’s left eye. Unlike the medical and 
romanticized gazes taken up by the images in Habitar la oscuridad, the off-center 
and eccentric viewing prompted by Errazuriz’s image encurages observers to 
confront their own ways of looking at or looking past blindness. In this way, the 
blind gaze, which can be defined in terms of an off-center focus and eccentric 
viewing, is taken up as a valid point of departure for thinking about the role 
photography (and photographic portraiture) more specifically) could or should 
play in extending its frame to include realistic representations of blind subjects. 
As suggested previously, this image stands out for its resemblance to 
Erráruiz’s work on El Infarto del alma. As Ana Forcinito suggests in her analysis 
of Errázuriz’s photography in particular: 
el trabajo visual de Errázuriz reflexiona acerca ele las conexiones entre 
fotografía y marginalidad y más aún, entre fotografía y desaparición y, 
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sobre todo, reivindica la fotografía como una práctica de reaparición y 
reconocimiento de subjetividades excluidas, marginalizadas y 
sobrevivientes. (68) 
Beyond what many critics have identified as the testimonial function of 
Errázuriz’s photographs, the images of the residents of Puntaendo as well as 
those of the residents of Chile’s school for the blind offer a meditation on what 
Sontag calls an ecology of images (Photography 180). This ecology should 
include a (re)consideration of which bodies and minds have the right not only to 
be photographed or looked at, but also which ones are afforded the privilege of 
doing the looking. This involves a metaphorical and physical movement of visual 
studies beyond the stereotyped images of the blank stare and blind eye in order 
to (re)define what it means to “look crazy” or “look blind” in a given context. With 
this challenge in mind, the narratives and photographs discussed in the second 
half of this chapter offer greater insight on these questions.  
 
II. Coming to Terms with Blindness in Guadalupe Nettel’s El huésped 
Nettel’s first work of autobiographical fiction, El huésped, is narrated from 
the perspective of an adolescent female named Ana and her emerging or 
unfolding identity as it relates to blindness and vision loss. In a nod to Todorov’s 
concept of literature fantastique Ana’s narrative opens with a description of her 
early fascination with tales of unfolding identity:  
Siempre me gustaron las historias de desdoblamientos, esas en donde a 
una persona le surge un alíen del estómago o le crece un hermano 
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siamés a sus espaldas. De chica adoraba aquella caricatura en que el 
coyote abre la cremallera de su pellejo feroz para convertirse en un 
mustio corderito. (Huésped 13)  
Modeled after such fantastical images of shedding one’s skin to reveal an 
unexpected or hidden identity, Ana narrates her own tale of self-discovery. As 
explored in the previous chapter, blindness is seen as the “invisible,”“dark,” or 
“hidden” component of identity itself, especially when identity is understood in 
strictly visual terms. However, as the novel’s epigraph suggests, it is precisely 
these dark, contradictory, and embarrassing parts of our identity that need to be 
uncovered or brought to light. This is particularly true for Nettel’s autobiographical 
fiction surrounding blindness and vision loss. Acknowledging the fictionalization 
inherent in the retelling of any event, Nettel’s self-described “auto-ficción” 
(“Novela” n.p.) provides the writer with the necessary distance from the lived 
experience, which allows for one’s imagination to fill in the gaps, expose key 
contradictions or stereotypes, and –above all– highlight the creative and 
productive potential of narratives that are categorized too broadly (or, perhaps, 
too narrowly) as tales of loss, grief, shame, or tragedy. I am not suggesting that 
such themes are not present in Nettel’s work, but I would suggest, instead, that 
grief and loss fail to capture important resonances of Nettel’s work in telling a 
well-rounded story of blindness in Latin America. For example, consider the 
hierarchy of the senses that goes unquestioned in discussions of sensory “loss.” 
It implies that there is something to be lost, which fails to tell the story of 
congenital disability. As Nettel points out in an interview with Emily Hind, it is also 
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important to consider productive potential of loss: “el hecho de no ver te abre 
puertas, te abre posibilidades hacia otro tipo de sentidos y otras formas de 
percibir” (Hind, 345). 
In this light it is Ana’s early awareness of, and approximation towards, the 
unknown part of her personality that opens up new modes of being in the world. 
Her narrative is motivated and, at times, obstructed by her interactions with what 
is only ever referred to as “La Cosa”, or “the Thing.” More than a tale of vision 
loss, Ana’s narrative explores what it means to inhabit as well as move between 
two worlds: the sighted world and the blind world. While Nettel’s first work of 
autobiographical fiction, El cuerpo en que nací15, offers an introduction to the 
experience of living in between these two worlds as a young child, El huésped 
offers a more in-depth exploration of blind identity over the course of the 
narrator’s childhood and early adolescence in a variety of public and private 
settings. Reminiscent of H.G. Well’s short story, “The Country of the Blind” 
(1904), Ana can be seen as a modern-day Nuñez who, quite literally, descends 
                                             
15 In this second work of autobiographical fiction, Nettel focuses on a wider range 
of formative experiences growing up alongside the children of exiles in Mexico 
City and living in between Mexico and France during the 1970’s. With blindness 
limited to a discussion of her early childhood, the anonymous female narrator – in 
a nod to the late Phillip Roth (“Entrevista” n.p.)– speaks candidly to her 
psychoanalyst on themes ranging from her parents divorce, her father’s 
imprisonment in Mexico City,  her early exposure to “free love” in hippie 
communes as well as own sexual exploration. See the bibliography for more 
details. 
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into uncharted territory where sight, rather than blindness, is viewed as the 
physical obstacle or social aberration that warrants social or surgical correction16.   
In Nettel’s novel, the division between these two worlds is reflected in the 
split subjectivity of Ana herself in what Emily Hind identifies as “el tema del 
doble” (340). In an attempt to define “La Cosa,” Nettel offers the following 
definition: 
No es un doble en el sentido de que sea exactamente igual, no. Pero sí 
en el sentido de Dr. Jekyll y Mr. Hyde. Había uno que era un poco 
macabro y asesino, y el otro era distinto –pero eran la misma persona. Tal 
vez un complemento más que un doble. (342-43, my emphasis)  
As early evidence of this complementary relationship, Ana offers an intimate 
description of La Cosa at the novel’s outset, whose absence-presence and play 
on parasitic metaphor:  
Sabía que su respiración era semejante a un pulpo, cuyos tentáculos 
pegajosos desplegaba por la noche a lo largo de mi cuarto; sabía que 
nada le resultaba tan hiriente como la luz y que, si alguna vez llegaba a 
dominarme, me condenaría a la oscuridad más absoluta; sabía en pocas 
palabras que era mi peor enemiga. (Huésped 13-14)  
                                             
16 Here, I am referencing to the discussion between the blind doctor, Yacob, and 
the group of elders in the country of the blind, who conclude that Nuñez’s curious 
behavior is the direct result of “Those queer things that are called the eyes, 
and which exist to make an agreeable depression in the face, are diseased” 
(Wells n.p.).  Yacob conclude that: “in order to cure him complete, all that we need 
to do is a simple and easy surgical operation--namely, to remove these irritant 
bodies” (Wells n.p.).  
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Reminiscent of the visual metaphors of veils and “peculiar sensations” (DuBois 2) 
that inform W.E.B. DuBois’s definition of double consciousness, the metaphor of 
darkness, isolation, and seeing oneself “through the eyes of others” (DuBois 3) 
takes on a new connotation when the Other is defined not only as racism, but 
also ocularcentrism. It is Ana’s quest for reconciliation between these embattled 
parts of her identity that the narrative seeks to recover: “Me dije que toda mi vida 
había luchado por recordarme a mí misma, por defender mi identidad ante la 
invasión del parásito” (164). As Melissa E. Schindler points out in her article, “A 
solidao da escuridao," “the notion of seeing Blackly reminds us that rather than 
being a convenient or tangential metaphor for conceptualizing blackness, 
disability is instead fundamental to it” (183). 
Additionally, Nettel’s employment of the parasitic, octopus-like metaphor 
to describe Ana’s latent blindness resembles the description Kleege offers of her 
larger-than-usual blind spot resulting from macular degeneration: “My blind spot 
precedes me like a giant flying jellyfish. Large objects –fire hydrants, people, 
cars– fall into it several yards away, then reappear a few feet in front of me. I aim 
my eyes straight ahead, straight into the floating blob, but I remain conscious of 
what surrounds that blank center” (Sight 104). Taken together, both authors 
describe their blindness as a part of their consciousness that comes to 
appropriate or co-opt parts of the author’s visual field. Through a positioning of 
black and blind bodies as battlegrounds for identity, the clear-cut division 
between blindness and sight starts to become more tenuous.  
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As an initial coping strategy, Ana describes her early preoccupation with 
preserving her visual memory, noting that: “Había oído que los ciegos pierden la 
memoria visual, que progresivamente se olvidan de las líneas, de las sombras y 
las profundidades” (Huésped 56). Motivated by a fear of the impoverished image 
of blindness as a second-class experience of the visual world, Ana adds, “Si eso 
ocurría no iba a quedar, entonces, ni un espacio para mí” (Huésped 56). The 
equivalence Ana’s narrative establishes between loss of vision and loss of one’s 
own space or place in the world is maintained through what Ana describes as a 
battle for both spatial and corporal territory against “La Cosa ciega” (55), which 
initially motivates Ana to:  
Conservar en la memoria todas las imágenes posibles, construir una 
recuerdoteca, era hacer un homenaje de mí misma, algo como la caja que 
mi madre guardaba con las fotos de su despampanante juventud. La 
necesidad de recordar podía aparecer en cualquier momento. (56)  
Ana’s early preoccupation with conserving her visual memory of everyday 
objects reveals the crux of the binary relationship between blindness and sight, 
including the ways in which blindness continues to be informed by or understood 
through the lens of sightedness. While Hind observes that “la recuerdoteca de 
Ana es visual” (345), rather than proving the predominance of sight, Ana’s 
experience highlight what Nettel describes as “el hecho de no ver te abre 
puertas, te abre posibilidades hacia otro tipo de sentidos y otras formas de 
percibir” (345). However, these “other possibilities” include rather than eliminate 
one’s access to the visual world.  
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More than upholding or diminishing the value of sight through a narrative 
surrounding blindness, Nettel’s novel functions on a more productive level to 
bridge the perceived gap between the blind world and the sighted world. In the 
novel, which is set in present-day Mexico City, this perceived division or gap 
between the blind and the sighted manifests itself on both horizontal and vertical 
axes. As a blind person who is able to pass for sighted, Ana discovers her ability 
to cross over the physically and socially constructed barriers that separate her 
from the lives of the blind inhabitants of the National School for the Blind as well 
as the blind and otherwise crip beggars that populate Mexico City’s metro 
system. On both axes, Ana makes contact with the blind children, adolescents, 
and adults who occupy the invisible and marginal spaces of city. In this way, Ana 
confronts the stereotypes surrounding blindness in order to carve out her own 
space as a blind person who can successfully negotiate the blind and sighted 
parts of her identity. 
At first, Ana is convinced that she can learn how to be blind by simply 
observing other blind people. However, Ana quickly discovers that passively 
observing or studying blindness from the outside will offer her little recourse 
when confronted with La Cosa. From Ana’s point of view, her ability to watch and 
observe won’t stand a chance when it comes to dealing with the psychosocial 
implications of blindness: 
una investigación debe basarse en datos y no sólo en especulaciones, no 
bastaba con ver– los caminar o analizar sus trucos para desenvolverse en 
lugares públicos, tenía además que averiguar cuáles son los problemas 
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cotidianos, descifrar la mentalidad del invidente. (Huésped 56-57, my 
emphasis)  
The understanding that being blind is more than what meets the eye leads Ana to 
the institutional space of Mexico’s National School for the Blind. Situated in the 
Colonia Roma of Mexico City’s historic center, Ana is not surprised by the 
welcoming appearance of the building’s exterior: “Tampoco me extrañó que el 
instituto estuviera en una avenida tan transitada. Era como si de alguna forma ya 
hubiera estado ahí o al menos imaginado todo” (Huésped 57). Similar to the 
verifiable geographic location of the photography studio in “Ptosis,” the insertion 
of the Instituto Nacional into Ana’s narrative not only serves to ground or orient 
the narrative to a particular space, but also allows for a revision of the space 
through Ana’s fictional account.  
After obtaining her first and only job as a reader at the institute, Ana’s 
immersion into the unexplored, yet familiar, spaces of the campus, its rules, and 
its students gives Ana her first glimpse into one of many ways of being blind. 
Most notably, her discovery of a manual for reading braille forces Ana to confront 
her relationship with La Cosa in more productive ways through alternative forms 
of reading an writing. At the same time, Ana takes note of the limited selection of 
materials available in Braille or other formats, which forces a head-on collision 
with the poor literacy rate for blind people around the world. As a direct 
consequence, Ana notes the discriminatory and patronizing treatment the 
residents, regardless of age, class, race, or sex– receive from the coordinating 
staff: 
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No tardé mucho en comprender que esa institución, supuestamente 
creada para ellos, los tomaba raramente en cuenta. ¿Cuántas personas 
en el equipo de maestros, psicólogos, camareros y enfermeras eran 
ciegos o lo habían sido? ¿Cuántos participaban en las decisiones 
administrativas? Que yo supiera, ninguno. (75) 
The sense of outrage that results from Ana’s desire to go behind the scenes of 
the institute’s bright and welcoming exterior gradually forces Ana to explore her 
own false exterior is it relates to passing for sighted. Interestingly, as Ana’s 
geographic horizons expand, a greater need to identify herself as blind and ally 
herself with the disability community starts to emerge. 
The unfolding of Ana’s blind identity takes off when she forms a 
relationship with a fellow instructor at the institute, El Cacho. With a crutch and 
an amputated leg as visible markers of his crip identity, El Cacho challenges 
Ana’s limited perspectives surrounding blindness, especially as it relates to 
notions of independence, mobility, and visibility. El Cacho, who makes a living as 
a mendicant on the metro, serves as Ana’s guide ––“mi Virgilio pero también mi 
dolor de cabeza” (Huésped 70)–– on her journey of self-exploration, orientation, 
and identity development that takes place in the crowded, dimly lit underground 
space of the metro system. 
Separated from the safe, predictable space of the institute, Ana makes 
contact with the physical embodiment of blindness’s impoverished image as 
manifested in Madero, the saintly sage. After their initial introduction through El 
Cacho, Ana meets with Madero one-on-one to find out more about Madero’s 
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experience as a blind beggar. During her interview, Ana discovers that, despite 
the fact that Madero’s lifestyle is viewed as the epitome of freedom, danger, and 
self-sufficiency from inside the institute, there are many other ways to be blind. 
Equally, there are millions of gradients that exist between sight and blindness. As 
Ana recalls:  
Madero me dijo ese día que las maneras de ver el mundo son miles y los 
ojos sólo una de ellas, un umbral intermitente que abre el paso hacia el 
universo de las siluetas y los colores. Los sueños, incluso los de un 
invidente, son otra forma de ver, la música otra. Pero junto a todas estas 
maneras de mirar, hay tantas o más maneras de ser ciego. (130) 
Interestingly, Madero’s observations end up becoming a meditation o the very act 
of seeing when he concludes that, “En realidad no vemos al mundo tal y como es 
sino como somos nosotros” (130). This prompts Madero to conclude that “uno 
puede ser invidente sin darse cuenta” (130). In her own reflection, Ana extends 
this idea to how people see or don’t see certain parts of the city, including the 
presence of poverty or disability: 
México ya no nos pertenece. Hemos desarrollado un ojo selectivo que 
fragmenta y edita los teléfonos descompuestos, los vidrios rotos, la 
señora que tirita en su rebozo, sentada en la banqueta, los desagües 
constipados, el asalto que sucede frente a nuestras narices. La ciudad 
que elegimos ver es una fachada hueca que cubre los escombros de 
todos nuestros temblores. (Huésped 175)  
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This sense of visual fragmentation and invisibility associated with the city is 
precisely what allows Ana to develop confidence in her own impressions of her 
surroundings.  
Ana’s acceptance that all vision –including her own– as partial enables 
Ana to freely express her own view of Mexico City, which is closely connected to 
her interactions with La Cosa. In the book’s final scene, Ana sits on the stairs 
leading from the metro to the city streets, describing the latter as, “las 
bifurcaciones de la ciudad, esa ciudad que extendía sus tentáculos amorosos, 
selectiva y arbitraria a la vez como una madre” (188). With the presence of La 
Cosa influencing Ana’s view of the city’s “espectáculos aberrantes” (Huésped 
189), she decides that, “Desde ahora, el metro sería mi hogar” (188) adding that, 
“no había fuera ni dentro, libertad o encierro, sólo esa paz imperturbable y 
nueva” (189). Ana’s newly-discovered peace stems from her adaptation to, rather 
than her defeat or domination of, La Cosa. Rather than serving as the story’s 
resolution, Ana’s reconciliation with, and adaptation to, her blindness exposes 
the false dichotomy of having to choose between a life of blindness or a life of 
sight.   
 
III. The Photography of Gerardo Nigenda: Blindness as a Window onto 
Plastic Arts   
At the beginning of El huésped, Ana’s narrative provides a brief observation that 
fits into a larger conversation about the role blindness can or should play in the 
production and consumption of plastic art. In Ana’s words:  
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Si supiera pintar o tuviera algún talento para las artes plásticas, podría 
hacer una retrospectiva y explicar cómo mis sueños fueron perdiendo la 
luz y las formas de la misma manera en que a Mondrian lo dominaron los 
colores primarios y lo encerraron en rejas terribles que él mismo no podía 
dejar de pintar. Hay vidas así. Realmente me gustaría exponer mis 
sueños en un museo, pero no sé dibujar, y estoy segura de que la culpa 
es de La Cosa. (14)  
Not only does Ana’s narrative reveal her familiarity with the visual arts, but also 
highlights the key role an orientation towards the plastic arts could play in the 
material process of painting a picture of blind experience. Of course, Ana’s 
narrative offers an alternative approximation to that of painting or photography, 
the above citation also exposes the limits of language to effectively show seeing 
or, in this case, show blindness. 
As the daughter of visual artists, Kleege offers a direct critique of the 
apparent mismatch between blindness and plastic arts through a discussion of 
her own definition of seeing art: 
Viewing a painting requires conscious mental effort, an understanding of 
the choices the artist made, a knowledge of the aesthetic traditions and 
conventions that the artist works within or against, a familiarity with the 
methods of applying and fixing pigments (Sight 2) 
In other words, the appreciation of, as well as the production of, visual art 
extends beyond the notion of a so-called “artistic” or “photographic eye” and 
encompasses a more broadly defined artistic sensibility. A Mexican photographer 
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whose work redefines what is traditionally an ocularcentric approach to the 
production and consumption of plastic art is Gerardo Nigenda (Oaxaca, 19-20)    
 
 
The image above is titled, “Against the tide. In search of development, he 
emigrates to the city.” The image shows the photographer standing on a street 
corner with a white cane in front of him, engaged in the process of listening to the 
flow of automobile and pedestrian traffic that floods the background of the 
photograph with people, store fronts, and the bright light emanating from 
headlights and reflecting off of the wet pavement. Nigenda is waiting to cross 
against the flow of traffic. Perhaps to filter out the glare, he wears sunglasses as 
well as a collared shirt, blue jeans, and carries a backpack. This informs part of 
the images and audio recordings the photographer employed to document his 
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1999 journey from his home to the Alvarez Bravo Center for Photography in 
downtown Oaxaca. Thus, not only is Nigenda in search of the development 
associated with movement from rural to urban space, he is also concerned with 
his own figurative and literal development as a blind photographer.  
Curator of the exhibit Sight Unseen: International Photography by Blind Artists, 
Douglas McCulloh offers the following observation regarding the key role blind 
photographers play in challenging the inherently visual nature of the medium: 
Of course, a blind person making photographs is also a political act. By 
pressing he camera shutter, the blind lay claim to the visual world. They 
force a reevaluation of our ideas about sight, blindness, and photography 
(n.p.) 
While McCulloh acknowledges the possibility of the blind laying claim to the 
visual world through an outward expression of their “inner vision” (n.p.). The 
maintenance of this division leads to the following speculation surrounding the 
“originality” of the images produced by blind artists: “exhibitions of work by blind 
photographers should begin with a disclaimer: "Please note: All works on display 
are reproductions. The originals remain within the minds of their creators" (n.p.). 
The notion that the “original” image gets trapped, stuck, or lost in translation 
between the brain and the eye is precisely the ocularcentric myth Kleege works 
to deconstruct as an observer. Similar to McCulloh’s disclaimer on the regarding 
the photographs of blind artists, Kleege contends with the assumption that her 
access to visual art “is not vision but revision, something altered, edited, changed 
by my mind, subject to my values, expectations, and even moods” (Sight 96).  
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Interestingly, this secondary vision or version of what is “actually” there is 
traditionally associated with the sense of touch. It is the elevation of this 
secondary sense of touch that Nigenda’s photographs elevate as a central 
component to understanding his work. In the case of each image, the text that is 
reproduced as the title of each image can be located in its original form on the 
surface of the image itself, in the form of the embossed braille code. From 
McCulloh’s perspective Nigenda’s incorporation of braille into his images works 
on formal and functional levels to level the playing field between blind and 
sighted spectators: 
Nigenda calls the images "Fotos cruzadas," intersecting photographs. In 
fact, each photograph is a double blindness. (Or is it a double vision?) 
Nigenda needs a sighted person to describe the photograph, but the 
sighted rely on Nigenda to read the Braille. Both transactions are required 
to create or to read Nigenda's images. The images unify the graphic 
representation of photographs with the coded writing of Braille. They make 
a light-sensitive material sensitive also to touch. But they perform an 
additional trick: they construct –even require– a bridge between the worlds 
of the blind and the sighted. (n.p.) 
Kleege explores this idea in her essay “Some Touching Thoughts and Wishful 
Thinking,” where she describes her experience at a touch tour at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Modern Art in New York City. As proof of the secondary status of 
touch to sight, it is no surprise that touching most artwork is strictly prohibited in 
most galleries and museums without making special arrangements and taking 
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particular precautions including the use of gloves and being under the 
supervision of a highly trained docent.  
In contrast, McCulloh’s approach to curating the Sight Unseen exhibition was to 
take accessibility into consideration in the developmental stages of the project, 
rather than making it an afterthought or supplementary feature of the exhibit. 
From this perspective, Nigenda’s photographs took on particular significance for 
their multilayered texts, which provide blind and sighted alike with multiple 
avenues for making meaning of the artwork.    
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CONCLUSION 
After reading my work, I hope readers are motivated to reflect on their own 
image of blindness, including the metaphors and tropes that obstruct our view of 
blindness as a lived and livable experience. Beyond pointing out stereotypes and 
quelling anxieties surrounding blindness, it is my hope that readers begin to look 
more critically at society’s tireless ––nearly obsessive–– struggle to uphold the 
inherent value of sight at the expense of viewing blindness as a valid and 
valuable experience.  
Aside from the romanticized images of blind oracles, blind virtuosos, blind 
beggars, and blind seers, real blind people are not basket cases or walking-
talking phenomena. Rather, we are equipped with a unique and in-demand skill 
set that includes, but is not limited to, high emotional intelligence, coping 
strategies, resourcefulness, communication and problem solving skills, as well as 
an acquired ability to educate the general public on how to interact with people 
who can’t see. Individuals who interact with blind people on a regular basis might 
see these positive attributes of blindness more clearly, but that is not to say that 
discrimination and oppressive attitudes towards blind people are eliminated 
through direct contact or daily interaction with the blind.  
However, what does have the power to break down both social and 
physical barriers and misperceptions surrounding blindness is learning to work 
alongside blind people to complete a project or achieve a goal. So often, blind 
people are excluded from experiences that teach them the importance of working 
as a team or in tandem with other blind or sighted people. Rarely are blind 
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children or youth included in physical education classes or other recreational 
activities due to liability concerns, fear, and unfamiliarity with how to appropriately 
or effectively include blind people in these activities. For this reason, the easiest 
solution ends up being exclusion or ostracization instead of working 
collaboratively with the blind student to ensure equal participation. The fear that 
inclusion of blind people involves more work, more money, or more time are 
excuses and pretexts for partnering with blind people and meeting them where 
they are in order to move forward with a goal or project. Over the course of 
researching and writing this dissertation, it is my hope that everyone involve at all 
stages and at all levels of the process will have learned to read, write, look at, 
and think about blindness differently, letting go of the fossilized discourse and 
negative images that overshadow the skills and capabilities of blind people. 
Finally, it is important to remember that changing the narrative surrounding 
blindness is a team effort, involving collaboration with and communication 
between the blind and the sighted as well as across cultures and disciplines in 
order to shift the balance of power towards justice, who is blind for a reason. 
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